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Introduction
A num ber years ago, in Austra
lia, I me t an Indian Jesuit pri
est wh o
lived in Ind ia where he taught
Zen. As his interest in Zen
seemed rather
unusual considering his voc
ation, I ask ed bim wh eth er
he eve r had the
opp<Jrtunity t<J stu dy Vedan
ta. He sai d that, yes, he had
studied som e
Vedanta, but he could not find
a me tho d in it. Wh en I naivel
y ask ed him
to tell- me about the method
he found in Zen, he smilingly
rep
lied: "Just
sitting! ". Th is meeting was
not the reason I undertook to
write this book
but it ser ved as a motivation
to include som e discussion and
clarification
on the method of Advaita Ved
anta.
In this book I try to explain the
teachings and the method of
Advaita
Vedanta as seen in the wri
tings of fou r ear ly Advaitins
: Gam;lapada,
Saiik.ara, and bis disciples Sur
csvara and Padmapada. I hav
e not discussed
the work of that oth er great
scholar of the period, MaQ<;
lana
misra, exc ept
to sh-0w some differences bet
ween his views and tbose of
Saiikara and
Sur esv ara . The topic of me
tho d is directly addressed
in cha pte r six,
tho ugh it und erli es som e
of the issues rais ed in ear
lier cha pte rs,·
particularly in cha pte rs thre
e and four, and it aga in figu
res
in discussion
towards the end of chapters sev
en and eight. I hav e summarise
d my views
on the subject in the "Postsc
ript on Method" at tbe end of
this book.
WhUc I have tried to write wit
h as much objectivity as pos
sible, my
interest in Advaita is a per
son al one , and this boo k is
the
out
com e of
study ext end ing over a num
ber of yea rs. I firs t beg
an
a
ser iou s
investigation of Advaita Ved
anta more than twenty years
ago, when I had
the good fortune to sit at the
fee t of Swami Dayananda Sar
aswatl. For
two and a hal f years I had the
opportunity to study the San
skr
it grammar
of ~ini and to listen to a num
ber of Upani~ads and oth er
tex
ts, and to
study som e Upani~ads, Ka
tha. Taittiriya and Ma1pJ
iiky
a,
with the
commentary of Sankara. At
tha t time I also stu die d the
Bhagavadgfta
with Sankara's commentary,
as well as his commentary to
the Catussiitri
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(the first four sfitras) of the Brahwasfitra. Later, staying in Rishikesh, 1
had the opportunity to listen to Swami Dayananda teach most of
Sure5varn's Nai$karmyasidd hi. I still cherish the memory of that time,
listening twice daily to the Nai,skarmyasiddhi, and coming out from .i1e
late afternoon class into the chill evening air to feel the wind as it came
down the valley, to hear the sound of the Gmiga as it rushed over rocks
partially submerged in the middle of its stream, and then the sound of the
conch announcing arati at the small temple dedicated to Siva as
Gmigadharesvara.
In preparation for this work I began to study each of these Advaita
authors based on their acknowledged writings. As far as possible I have
read and tried to explain each author on his own terms and not in the light
of the later commentators, though it is not always possible, nor is it
advisable, to simply ignore the commentators. For Gauc,lapada there is
but a single source work, the Gau<;lapadakarika. For the chapters on
Sankara my three primary sources are, in order of importance: his
commentary on the Brahmasiitra, his commentary on the Bfhadiirm_iyaka
Upani~ad, and then the Upadcfasahasri which is probably his only
authentic non-commentarial work. I first read the commentary on the
Brhadli.rm.Jyaka in Sanskrit, taking assistance from Swami Madhavananda's
very readable English translation. 'Iben I carefully read through the foll
Brahmasfitrabhti$ya in Sanskrit, keeping as my companions over many
'.11~nths the fine translations of Swami Garnbh'irananda and George
llubaut. After these three sources, I relied on the commentaries to the
Taittiriya and some of the other Upani~ads according to my familiarity
with them. I did not use the corµmentary on the M3.Ip,fiikya Upani~ad in
these chapters on Sankara, for even though it may be an authentic
commentary it has some unusual characteristics and frequently does not
share the same standard as his other works. I also did not use his
commentary on the Bhaga vadgitli to any great extent. I have not relied at
all on any works where there is considerable uncertainty concerning
authorship, such the popular, but post-Sankara, Vivekacil{lamaJJJ.
With regard to the chapter on Suresvara, my primary source was the
Nai$karmyasiddhi. I did go through his Vartika on Sankara's commentary
to the Taittiriya Upani~ad with the help of the translation of Dr R.
Balasubramanian and I also attempted to cross the ocean of the Vartika
on the BrhadtiraJ}yaka Upani$adbhli§ya, but unlike Hanuman, I did not

Introduction

xiii

succeed in reaching the further shore. We are perhaps not yet in a
position to do full justice to the thought of Suresvara: The final chapter,
on Padmapada, required my reading, at least cursorily, through tht: full
Paiicapadika and then I concentrated on the important first section which
is his commentary upon Sankara's Adhyasabha$ya. I was fortunate to
receive help from Dr R. Krishnamurthi Sastri, Professor of Vedanta at
Madras Sanskrit College, who discussed this portion of the Paiicapadika
with me.
There are a couple of ways a reader can approach this book. The
reader is of course welcome to go through the chapters sequentially.
However, if one just wishes to gain a generally complete understanding
of Sankara, chapters four to six should prove sufficient, and I look upon
these as forming the principal chapters of the book. Chapter four, then,
might prove a good place to start. The chapter dealing with Suresvara
extends some of the points raised in the chapters on Sankara. The chapter
dealing with the work of Padmapada is still more technical, and is for
those who wish to enter into Smikara's famous Adhyasabh~ya in greater
detail. 'The three chapters on Gauc;lapada stand a little apart from the other
chapters. While it is reasonably clear what Sankara and his students are
saying, it is not always so clear in the case of Gauc,lapada. I believe that
Garn;lapada was a follower of the Upani~adic tradition and that he was
neither a Buddhist nor a "concealed Buddhist" and I have argued
accordingly. That is not to down-play the numerous references to
Buddhist literature in his work, which, it must be said, is something the
traditional commentators have often failed to perceive. While there are
real continuities between the major teachings of all the four acaryas, and I
have tried to note some of these, the connection between Gauc;lapada and
his successors is not quite as strong as between Sankara and his disciples
and the chapters on Gauc,lapada could be read without reference to the other
chapters if one so wished. The first of the three chapters on Gaudapada is
especially lengthy and somewhat difficult in places, for it virtually forms
a running commentary on most of the karikas, and so it does not always
lend itself to easy reading. The rriore general reader should feel free to
pass over those passages in this chapter, or in any chapter, where the
discussion involves more detail than is required. For the committed
student of Advaita, however, I would suggest that there is benefit to be
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gained in proceeding carefully though at least most of the chapters of this
book.
This book is based closely upon the source literature. I have tried to
keep somewhat abreast of the secondary literature and from time to time I
discuss views found in academic publications. With regard to the four
Advaita authors whose works form the content of this book, I do not
pretend to have addressed and clarified all the terminological and other
difficulties that stand in our way of clearly comprehending their meaning.
I do believe, however, to have contributed to an accurate u11derstaJJding of
these acaryas through this examination of their teachings as it can be
found in their own writings. In the chapters on Sankara I bave especially
highlighted two issues that have not received sufficient attention in many
of the publications dealing with Sankara's thought. These are, firstly, the
question about the nature of 1§vara in Sankara's Advaita. This is a topic
that has hereto been given a fairly scant treatment (though Rudolf Otto
and Paul Hacker have stimulated my discussion on this importa11t matter).
Then there is the discussion of method, i.e., exactly how, and to w.bat
extent, does Sankara understand the Upani~ads to be a revelation about
Brahma n. I hope. to have made some contribu tion to a better
understanding of Advaita through my discussion of these two matters in
particular. While there are numerous books on Advaita, they are not all
reliable in their interpretations. I trust this book will be found reliable
and reasonably accessible. I hope it will be of value to people who wish
to gain a better understanding of the great tradition that is Advaita
Vedanta, in one of its greatest periods.
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SvU

Svctasv atara Upani~ad

tr

Translation

TU

Taittiri ya

v

Varttik a

us

Upades asahasr l

CHAPTER ONE
Upani~ad

A Running Commentary
upon Gau(lapiida's Karikas

The name Gauc,lapada occurs among the lineage of teachers
(parampara) tbat students of Advaita Vedanta traditionally acknowledge
when they commence their study of SaDkara's Brahmasiitrabl1fi:;ya:
I repeatedly bow down to Narayal)a, to the one born from a
lotus [Brahma], to Vasi~\ha, Sakti, and his son Parasara, to
Vyasa, Suka, to the great Gauc,lapada, to Govinda the best
of yogis, then to his student Sd Sarikaracarya, and to his
students Padmapada and Hastamalaka, To\aka and the
Varttikakara [Surdva ra], and others [up to and including]
my own teacher. 1
This list pays homage to a transmission of teaching that is believed to
have commenced with Vi~~u-Narayal)a Himself, and to have been passed
on through a succession of teachers down to present times. It includes
divinities, Naraya~a and Brahma; human beings who figure in the
legendary histories, VasiHha, Sakti, Parhsara, Vyasa, and Suka; and
historical personages whose writings we possess, Gau<Japada, Sankara,
Padmapada, Hastamalaka, To(aka and Suresvara. The list does not say
what kind of relationship existed between most of these figures, such as
between Suka and Gam,lapada or between Gauc,lapada and Govinda, whereas
it does mention a teacher-student relationship between some names, such
as Govinda and Sankara. In the best known of the traditional accounts of
Sankara's life, Madhava's Sarikaradigvijaya, the relationships are spelled
out more closely and it is said that Vyasa was the son of Parasara and
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Suka was the son of Vyasa and that Gaw;lapada was the student of Suka
and the teacher of Govinda. 2 The historical accuracy of the accounts in
the "biographies" of Sankara cannot be detem1ined with any certainty, but
whether Gauc;lapada was directly the guru of Sankara's teacher or whether
he was a more distant guru, Gauc;lapada is nonetheless accepted by
tradition as a figure of great importance in Advaita Vedanta and his
collection of karikas, or verses, are the earliest systematic Advaita treatise
we possess. 3 Furthermore, tradition holds the karikas to have been
commented upon by Sankara himself and although there is some
uneasiness on this point, even from those within the Advaita tradition,
nonetheless tlle tradition of authorship has been accepted by some modern
scholars. 4 For these reasons the study of GamJapada's karikas forms a
natural place to commence our investigation into early Advaita teachings
and the method of spiritual liberation that it prescribes.
The Gau<)apada karika consists of four inter-related treatises, or
"chapters".5 About the relationship between these four I shall have
something to say later. The first chapter is directly based upon the
Mm.i<)UkyaUpar:ii~ad while the other three are independent of any specific
text. The first chapter is called the "treatise concerning tlle scriptural
text" (AgamaprakaraJJa), the second is the "treatise concerning unreality"
(Vaitathyaprakara~ia), the. third is the "treatise on non-duality"
(Advaitaprakarai.ia) and the fou.rtl1 is known as the "treatise on the quelling
of the fire··brand" (AlatasantiprakaraJJa). On the basis of numerous
references to Buddhist writings, particularly in the fourth chapter, some
scholars have thought that Gau<;lapada was possibly himself a Buddhist, or
at least a de facto Buddhist in so tar as he was heavily influenced by
Mahayana Buddhism.6 This view has been opposed by other scholars
who have argued that Gauc;lapa.da should not be considered a Buddhist just
because he showed a considerable familiarity with Buddhist thougbt.7 I
shall discuss this question in some detail later.
I will begin by offering a short explanation of the Mal){iilkya
Upani~ad, so tllat we can better understand Gam;lapada's first chapter which
takes this Upani~ad as its source text.

A Running Commentary upon Gamjapada '.~ Karikas

3

The MllI)cfDkya Upani~ad
The Ma~ujukya is the smallest of the ten major Upani~ads. It
consists of just twelve brief prose passages and is barely one printed page
in length. The purpose of the Mm.i(liikya is to reveal that there is a single
Absolute Reality which underlies the cosmos, yet is inherently acosmic,
and which constitutes the essential "core", or "Self', of all beings. The
Upani~ad calls this Reality by the name Brahman and it explicitly says
that Brahman is identical to the Self (ayam atma brahma). The Upani~ad
proceeds to reveal the true nature of the Self, as Brahman, by means of an
investigation of the three states of ordinary human experience: waking,
dream and dreamless sleep. The sacred Vedic syllable 'OM' is then used to
provide a focus for contemplative insight into this teaching.
As mentioned, the means to reveal the true nature of the Self is the
investigation of the states of waking, dream and dreamless sleep. Let us
see how the Upani~ad proceeds. It says that this Self can be conceived as
having four "quarters" (padas).
The first quarter is VaLfranara, who is associated with the
state of waking, whose consciousness is external, who has
seven limbs and nineteen mouths, and who experiences
gross objects. [MaU 3]
Here, the first quarter of the Self as associated with the waking state. But
not only does it comprise the waker, it comprises the waking world as .
well. This Upani~ad mantra is not just referring to the individual waker,
but it refers to both the individual, the microcosm, and to the
macrocosm. This can be seen by the use. of the word Vaisvanara which
primarily refers to the Lord as identified with the total gross cosmos.
'The Lord, as so identified, is otherwise called in Vedanta as Virat. The
phrase "seven limbs" perhaps refers to the visualisation in the Chandogya
Upani~ad 5 .18.2, where it is said of the Vai§vanara (Virat) that heaven is
the head, the eye is the sun, the mouth is fire, the vital-energy is wind,
the trunk of the body is the sky, the bladder is the ocean and the feet are
the earth. 'The phrase "nineteen mouths" does not refer to Vaisvanara,
but to the individual, having the five organs of knowledge (the organs of
sight, sound, smell, taste and touch), the five organs of action (the organ
of speech, hands, legs, the organ of excretion and the genitals), the five
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vital-energies (respiration, evacuation, circulation, regurgitation and
digestion) and the four aspects of mental life (thought, intellect, memory
and ego). Thus the mantra treats the individual, the microcosm, as well
as the macrocosm, together, so that the waker can see itself as a part ~f
the total cosmos, as a part to be included within the Whole.
The second quarter is Taijasa, who is associated with the
state of dream, whose consciousness is internal, who has
seven limbs and nineteen mouths, and who experiences
subtle objects. [MaU 4]
Here too, the individual and the total are treated together. Most of the
words refer to the individual who is associated with the dream state,
though the phrase "seven limbs" would again seem to refer to the
macrocosm. So just as· in the third mantra, where the microcosm is to
be included in the macrocosm, in this mantra too, the individual, called
as taijasa, is to be included in its macrocosmic counterpart,
HiraI).yagarbha, or the Lord as identified with the totii.I subtle world.
The state of deep sleep is where the sleeper does not desire
any enjoyable object and does not see any dream. The
third quarter is Prajii.a, who is associated with the state of
sleep, who has become unified, who is just a mass of
consciousness, who is full of bliss, who is verily an
experiencer of bliss, and who is the doorway to the
experience [of waking and cjream]. [MaU 5]
This mantra speaks of the Self as associated with the state of deep sleep.
Whereas the previous two mantras each treated the microcosm and the
macrocosm together, this mantra speaks only of the microcosm while the
following mantra speaks of the macrocosmic. counterpart:
This one is the Lord of all, this one is omniscient, this one
is the inner-controller, this one is the source of all, the
very place of origin and dissolution of all beings. [MaU 6]
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This mantra refers to the Lord Itself as the macrocosm that includes the
deep sleeper. Thus far the Upani~ad has spoken Of the Absolute Self
associated with three conditions, that of the waker, dreamer and sleeper.
The Self, in association with these three conditions, is what is known as
an individual soul, and the latter is to be related to a corresponding
macrocosmic world: the waker is to be included in the Lord as the total
·manifest physical world, the dreamer is to be included in the Lord as the
total subtle worid and the unmanifest condition of sleep is to be included
in the causal nature of the Lord Itself.
The Upani~ad then presents its principal mantra, which proceeds to
negate all of the above: the state of waking together with the waking
world, the state of dream together with the dream world, and the state of
deep sleep and the causal world. Thus even the causality of God gets
negated in the final revelation of the Absolute who (which) is, the
invariable Self unrelated to any state:
They consider that the "fourth" is neither dream
consciousness, nor waking consciousness, nor both dream
as well as waking consciousness, nor is it a mass of
consciousness, neither is it consciousness [i.e. a
cognition], nor the absence of consciousness. It is unseen,
it is outside the range of empirical dealings, it cannot be
grasped [as an object], it is without a distinguishing
characteristic [whereby it could be inferred], it is
unthinkable, indescribable, it constitutes the essence of the
single thought "I". It is where there is the cessation of the
phenomenal world, it is peaceful; auspicious and non-dual.
That is the Self, That is to be know_n. [MiiU 7]
The term "fourth" (turlya) is used only in relation to the three states of
waking, dream and deep sleep. It is incorrect to think that the "fourth" is
some state of experience that is entirely separate from the three states.
The "fourth" is the invariable substrate of the three :States: the states of
waking, dream and deep sleep are located in the "fourth". Waking, dream
and sleep alternate, but the "fourth", the essential Self which is Brahman,
does not undergo any change. 8 The essential Self is not the
consciousness associated with the waking state (bahi:jprajii.a), nor the
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consciousness associated with the dream state (a11tai)prajiia), nor is it the
consciousness associated with the deep sleep state (praj1ianaghm1a). The
essential Self is consciousness unassociated with any state: it is the pure
Awareness (or Consciousness) through which the waking state along
with the waking world, the dream state together with the dream world,
and the unmanifest condition called "deep sleep", all stand revealed. The
single positive statement, "it constitutes the essence of the single
thought 'I'" (ekatmapratyayasara), should not be overlooked amidst the
series of negations. This is a most important statement, for it directly
indicates that the turiya, the pure Awareness, is the very core of the ego,
and is thus the true Self of all.
If one inquires as to the relation between the three states and the
"fourth", tl1e Absolute Self, the answer is that there is no real relation
between the three states and the Self because the three states are not truly
real. That is why the absolute, the "fourth", is said to be acosmic: "It is
where there is the cessation of the phenomenal world" (prapaiicopa.fama).
The Advaita understanding is that ilie fundamental reality, which is
identical to our essential Self, is simple Awareness, in which occurs the
waking state along with the entire waking world, the dream state togeilier
with the dream world, and ilie umnanifest condition of sleep. These stat~s
change and pass, they are only of apparent reality (mithya), but the
absolute and unconditioned Awareness is ever constant, not altering
during any of the states. As it is inherently unaffected by the states, it is
said to be "peaceful" (.Santa), "auspicious" or "happy" (.frva), and it is also
said to be "non-dual" (advaita) since the three states do not share the same
degree of reality as their pure Awareness substratum. They are
appearances on the real, for in Advaita only the changeless is truly real
and only Awareness is truly changeless. Gamjapada's entire teaching of
ajativada is based upon these passages from ilie Mi'iJ.u;fiikya Upani~ad
which teach that although the iliree states of experience do not exist in
separation front the Self [A is non-separate from Bl the Self is
intrinsically unrelated to the states [Bis separate from A].9
Before we proceed to examine the karikas of Gau<,iapada, it may be
worthwhile to first consider a recent interpretation of the MmJ{lilkya. It is
an interpretation tllat has gained some currency in academic circles in
recent times, as can be seen by the fact that the respected scholar of
Sankara, Richard De Smet, has incorporated it into his remarks on Advaita
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in the latest edition of the Jesuit publication, Religious Hinduism. 10 The
author of this interpretation, Thomas Wood, has challenged the traditional
Advaita understanding which links mantra six, cited above, ("This one is
the Lord of all" etc.) with mantra five describing the state of deep sleep
and the prajna. According to Wood, mantra six should not be read with
mantra five, but mantras six and seven ought to be read together as they
both refer to the turiya. 11 The turiya is described in positive terms in
mantra six and in the language of negation in mantra seven. Wood argues
that mantra five is compl~te in itself, for it concludes with the words
trtiyaf:i padalJ (''the third quarter") just as mantras three and four conclude
with prathamaJ:i padaJ:i ("the first quarter") and dvitiyaf:i padalJ ("the second
quarter") respectively. So the question is how are we to understand mantra
six: should it be read along with mantra five, or with mantra seven? I
believe Wood has raised a point that is worth considering, for.prima facie
it does seem that mantra six presents a problem. But I will endeavour to
show why Advaitins have read mantras five and six together and have
understood mantra seven as alone referring to the turiya.
The l'v1ii1;u;Iiikya, as Wood and others have noted, is based upon
BrhadiiraIJyaka Upani~ad 4.2. l- 4.4.25. The statement in MaIJdiikya five,
referring to deep sleep ("where the sleeper does not desire any enjoyable
object and does not see any dream") is a direct quotation from
BrhadiiraQyaka 4.3.19. If we ask why it is that deep sleep seems to be a
condition of nothingness, or unconsciousness, the BrhadliraIJyaka answers
this question in 4.3:21 when it says:
As a Il)an, fully embraced by his beloved wife, does not
know anything at all, either external or internal, so does
this infinite being (self), fully embraced by the supreme
Self (priijnena-iitmanii), not know anything at all, either
external or internal. 12
In sleep, the individual soul does not know anything because it is in a
condition of oneness with the supreme Self (priijiienatmana). In this
passage, the supreme Self is called by the term prajiia-iitman. Wood
significantly does not mention this usage of the term "priijiia ", where it
is used to refer to the supreme Self. The word ''prajiia" can therefore be
used in two ways: it can refer to the sleeper and it can also refer to the
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~upr~~e Self, the prajiiatman, with whom the sleeper has become
1dent1fled. In mantra five of the MaIJ{iukya, the word "prajiia" describes
the s~eeper. M~ntra six, however, does not refer to the sleeper but, as I
mentione~ earher while commenting on that mantra, it refers to the Lord
(th~ praj?atn:an) with whom the sleeper is identified. According to
Sankara, rn his commentary on the Brahmasutra, the prajiiatman is none
o~her than the highest Lord (paramesvara).13 So it is the prajiia, as the
h1~h~st L~rd, who is being referred to in mantra six of the MaIJ<Jukya.
This is evident from the words of the passage, which mostly consists of
quotations from various Upani~ads describing the Lord: "this one is the
J 1 9) "th'
one is omniscient" (MU
of
Lord
1s one
. . ,
.
. all" (BU 4.4.22), "this
.
IS the inner-controller" (BU 3.7. l ff.), "this one is the source of all" (MU
l. l .6). 14 Therefore I believe Wood is right in thinking that mantra six
:efers to God. But his objection to the Advaita teaching, which he
Interprets as saying that the Lord would then be identified with the
sleeper, ~s a misconception of that teaching which actually says the
reverse: m sleep, the sleeper (prajiia) has become identified with the
highest Lord, the prfijiiatman.
When Sankara discusses the passage, "This one is the Lord of all"
(B~ 4.4.22), in his commentary on the Brahmasutra, he says that these
attnbutes of Lordship etc. are finally negated by the subsequent statement
''.not this, not this" (BU 4.4.22) which reveals the absolute Brahman as
fre:. ~~om all ~ttributes (nirguIJa). 15 Therefore, according to Sankara, the
pra!natman ts the Lord who is referred to in mantra six, but those
~ttnbutes whereby Brahman is the cosmic Lord are subsequently negated
from Brahman by the sentence "not this, not this" (ncti neti) which
negates all attributes in their entirety. The turfya is said to be "outside
the range of empirical dealings" (avyavaha1yam) whereas accordincr to
Sankara the attributes of Lordship etc. fall within the sphere of empi~cal
16
d r
In his commentary upon the BrhadaraIJyaka, Sankara has
ea ings.
specifically equated the turfya and the Self indicated by the terms "net·
neti". 17 Therefore we are in a position to understand why mantra six
the A!_a~1<Jukya is read together with mantra five: mantra six refers ro the
priijnatman, the Lord, or "God", with whom the sleeper (praina) has
become temporarily identified, or merged, whilst in the. un~manifesi'
condition called deep sleep. In mantra six everything has been reduced to
the Lord. Mantra seven then negates the phenomenal world in its
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totality, the effects as well as their Cause, thus it negates even the
attributes of Lordship from the Absolute, and then it indicates that the
Absolute, the acosmic and unconditioned Brahman (pararil brahman), is
identical to one's own true Self.
We will have more to say on Sankara's understanding of Brahman, as
both the Lord and as the unconditioned Absolute, in chapters four and
five.

(1) The Agamaprakaral}a of the Gau<;iapiidakiirika
GaU<;lapada inserted his first nine karikas between mantras six and
seven of the MaIJ<Jilkya. The first five of these karikas are based upon
mantras three to five, the other karikas refer to mantra six. Gauc.lapada
does not comment upon the first two mantras of the Upani~ad,
presumably considering them to be introductory. In his first karika he
says:

The all pervading one (vibhu) is visva when
its consciousness is external, it is taijasa
when its consciousness is internal, and when
a mass of consciousness it is priijna. The
same one is thought of in three ways. [ 1.1]
In this karika Gauc.lapada changes the name vaisviinara, occurring in
mantra three, to visva. This is significant in so far as he drops the
Upani~ad presentation of microcosm and macrocosm and he discusses
only the former, i.e., the waker, dreamer and sleeper. He says that the
one all pervasive reality (vibhu), i.e., Brahman-Atman, is considered to
exist in a threefold manner: as the waker (vi§va) who is characterised as
having consciousness externally oriented (bahi$prajiia), as the dreamer
(taijasa) whose consciousness is internally oriented (antal)prajiia), and
as the sleeper (prajiia) whose consciousness is massed together without
distinction (ghanaprajiia). He then presents three locations in the body
where the Self, as conditioned in this way by the th~ee states, can be
conceptually meditated: the visva has its location in the right eye, the
taijasa is within the mind and the prajiia is in the space within the
heart.
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In the following two karikas (three and four) he speaks of the three
types of experience which relate to the Self as it exists in these three
ways. He says: .
Know experience to be of three kinds. Visva
always experiences what is gross, taijasa
experiences what is subtle and priijiia always
experiences bliss. [ 1.3]
There is thus a single all pervasive entity which acquires three different
names as a result of being associated with three different states, and can
be imagined as having three different locations in the body, and is further
presented as having three different types of experience. The main points
can be represented thus:
Object

Subject

Location

vi§va
(the Self associated
with the waking state)

right eye

experiences physical
objects

mind

experiences subtle
objects

taijasa
(the Self associated
with the dream state)

prajiia
(the Self associated
with the deep sleep state)

· space in the heart

experiences bliss

Gau<Japada adds a final comment to the above presentation when he
says:
He who knows both of these: what is
experienced in the three states and who is said

II

as the experiencer, that person, even while
experiencing, is not tainted. [ 1.5]
Why is the person who understands the experiencer and the experienced in
each of these states not tainted by experience? Gau<Japada is saying that
one and the same Self becomes associated with three different conditions:
as the waker it experiences physical objects, as the dreamer it experiences
mental objects, and as the sleeper it experiences blissful sleep. Each of
these states has a subject and an object, but this relation is restricted to a
particular state. There is a subject-object relation between the waker and
the waking world, so long as one is awake. There is a subject-object
relation between the dreamer and the dream world, so long as there is a
dream. And there is a subtle experience of bliss in sleep. There arc thus
three different states of experience, each having its own subject-object
relation. Such a relation holds good from its own standpoint, but not
from the standpoint of the other states, because each state is negated
when the other state is present. Waking experience is negated by dream,
and dream by waking, and both are negated when there is the absence of
specific cognition during deep sleep. The one who knows that the
experiencer-experienced relation in any state, though valid from its own
standpoint, is Variable and hence not absolutely real, and who knows that
the Seif, though the expcriencer in relation to each state, is not of itself
the waker, dreamer or sleeper, but is the turiya, that person, even while
experiencing, is not tainted by experience.
As we mentioned, karikas six to nine form a comment upon mantra
six of the MiiQr)iikya which refers to the Lord with whom the prajiia is
identified in sleep. Various expressions are used in this mantra to
describe the Lord: "the Lord of all", "omniscient", "the inner-controller",
"the source of all" and "the place of origin and dissolution of all beings".
Among these expressions, the latter two speak of the Lord as the cause of
the world and it is only this aspect of the mantra, having to do with the
~
origin of the world, that Gau<,lapada takes up for comment in the four
k"arikas. In these karikas he merely presents a number of differing views
about the origin of the world. He begins by saying: "that there is an
origin for all existing things is very evident" and he then lists a whole
variety of opinions. The first resembles Sarikhya, if by the word praIJa
we can understand that prakrti is meant: "PriiIJa creates everything, the
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puru$a creates the rays of consdousness separately [from one another]".

He then lists seven more opinions about creation: some say creation
reveals the glory [of the Lord]; others look upon creation as comparable
to a dream or magic (svapnamiiyii); some say that creation is the will of
the Lord; others, astrologers perhaps, say that things originate from time;
some believe that creation is meant for the enjoyment [of the Lord];
others say it is His play. Others maintain that it is the very nature of the
Lord to create, and they argue that it must be so because the Lord can
have no unfulfilled desires.
The question arises as to whether Gam;lapada accepts any of these
views. Advaitins tend to see the statement that, "others look upon
creation as comparable to a dream or magic" as expressing Gam;lapli.da's
own view. R.D. Karmarkar, however, is of the opinion that Gam;lapada is
here referring to the views of the Mahayana Buddhists, as expressed in the
Lankavatlirasiitra, and he considers all the views to be those of
GauQ.apada's opponents. 18 I suggest that in these kli.rikas Gauqapada is
merely presenting a number of opinions, none of which is. actually
representative of his own position, for in all of them there is the tacit
acceptance of the fact of creation (Sf§(i), whereas GauQ.apada - speaking, as
we will see, from bis standpoint of "absolute reality" (paramartha) - is
going to deny creation as a fact.
In kli.rikas ten to eighteen Gam;lapada comments upon the important
seventh mantra of the Miil)(liikya:
They consider that the "fourth" is neither dream
consciousness, nor waking consciousness, nor both dream
as well as waking consciousness, nor is it a mass of
consciousness, neither is it consciousness [i.e. a
cognition], nor the absence of consciousne_ss. It is·unseen,
it is outside the range of empirical dealings, it cannot be
grasped [as an object], it is without a distinguishing
characteristic [whereby it could be inferred], it is
unthinkable, indescribable, it constitutes the essence of the
single thought, "I". It is where there is the cessation of the
phenomenal world, it is peaceful, auspicious and non-dual.
That is the Self, That is to be known. [MaU 7]

He briefly sums up the Upani~ad mantra in a single karika before
proceeding with his own commentary. He refers to one aspect of the
turlya which was not stated in the Upani~ad mantra, though it was hinted
at by the word "pe<wP.fnl" (santa), when he says that the turfya is free
from all sorrow. The only specific word from the Upani~ad that he cites
here is the word "non-dual" (advaif11):
The all pervading, effulgent one, is considered
to be the "fourth": it is the Lord of the
cessation of all sorrow, powerful, changeless,
the non-dual [reality] of all things. [1.10]
Gam;lapada now comments upon the teaching of the four "quarters"
(padas) of the Self and it is here, in karikas eleven to fifteen, that he
introduces his distinctive terminology and presents his own perspective of
the Upani~ad text. In the first two karikas he says:
The waker (visva) and the dreamer (taijasa)
are considered to be conditioned by cause
(karaIJ.a) and effect (karya). The .sleeper
(prajiia) is conditioned solely by the cause.
These two [cause and effect] do not exist in
the tunya. 19 [1.11]
The sleeper (prajna) does not know
anything, it knows neither itself nor others,
it knows neither truth nor falsehood. The
turiya is always all-seeing. [1.12]
In karika eleven Gam;lapada introduces the words "cause" (kl'iral)a) and
"effect" (karya), but he does not yet tell us what he means by these
terms. In karika twelve he points out the difference between the sleeper
and the turfya: the sleeper does not know anything, whereas the turiya is
the invariable Awareness, the Seeing, for it reveals the states of waking,
dream and dreamless sleep. In the first line of kli.rika thirteen he indicates
the common feature between the sleeper and the turiya and in the second
line he again makes a distinction between them:
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Non-perception of duality is common to both
the sleeper as well as the turiya. The sleeper
is associated with "sleep that is the seed".
But the "sleep that is the seed" does not exist
in the turi)'a. [l.13]
The similarity between the sleeper and the turiya is that the sleeper does
not apprehend duality, and neither is there duality for the turiya. 'Ibe
difference between them is that the sleeper is associated with "sleep that
is the seed" (Njanidra), whereas the turi)'a has no such intrinsic
association. Garn;lapada has again used an enigmatic term, bijanidra,
which he leaves unexplained. However, in the following two karikas,
the meaning of these terms begins to become clear. He says:
The waker and the dreamer are associated with
"dream" (svapna) and "sleep" (nidra), whereas
the sleeper is associated with "sleep" but not
with "dream". Those who know, see neither
"sleep" nor "dream" in the turi)'a. [l.14]
Karika fourteen speaks of "dream" (svapna) and "sleep" (nidra). However
karika fourteen has the very same meaning as karika eleven, it is only
using different terms. We can see this when we juxtapose the two
karikas and translate the first quarter of karika eleven more literally:
The waker and the dreamer are considered to
be conditioned by "effect" (karya) and "cause"
(karal)a). The sleeper is conditioned by the

"cause". These two ["effect" and "cause"] do
not exist in the turya. (1.11]
The wak:er and the dreamer are associated with
"dream" and "sleep", whereas the sleeper is
associated with "sleep" but not with "dream".
Those who know, see neither "sleep" nor
"dream" in the turya. [1.14]
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In karika fourteen Gauc,lapada is repeating the same idea as in karika
eleven, only instead of using the words "cause" and "effect" he sets up a
new set of terms, "sleep" (nidra) and "dream" (svapna),. Therefore the
words "cause" (karal)a) and "effect" (kllr)'a) ofkarika eleven are equivalent
in meaning to the words "sleep" (nidra) and "dr~am" (svapna) of karika
fourteen. lbese words "sleep" and "dream" do not refer to the states of
sleep and dream, what they refer to is some condition that is associated
with the three states. He clarifies what that condition is in karika fifteer.:
"Dream" (svapna) belol)gs to the one who
misapprehends reality. "Sleep" (nidra)
belongs to one who does not know reality.
When both of those errors are removed, one
attains the tunya. 20 [1.15]
'The first line of karika fifteen explains what is meant by the two terms
"sleep" and "dream". 'The word "sleep" (nidra) i~ being used in a special
sense to mean the "ignorance of reality" (tattva-ajiiana). "Dream" has
the meaning of "misapprehension of reality" (anyathagrahal)a). Therefore
we can understand that the words "ki'lraIJa" and "nidra" are used
synonymously to wfer to the ba~ic ignorance of reality, while ''ki'lr)'a"
and "s vapn a" are likewise used as synonyms to refer to the
misapprehension of reality that is the outcome of that ignorance. Thus
we have:
"cause" (kara.IJ.a) = "sleep" (nidra) = "ignorance of reality"
"effect" (karya) ="dream" (svapna):::: "misapprehension of reality"
What Gauc,lapada says is that the waker, the dreamer and the sleeper
are each associated with the condition of ignorance of reality. The waker
and dreamer are further associated with the condition of positively
misapprehending reality. The sleeper is just ignorant of reality, the nondual turi)'a, whereas the waker and the dreamer are not only ignorant, but
also misapprehend reality in that they see duality where there is really no
duality. Ignorance of reality is referred to as the cause (ki'lral)a) because
the ignorance of a thing is the precondition for the subsequent
misapprehension of that thing. Ignorance is also called "sleep" (nidra)
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because it is a condition of not knowing, like sleep. When it is said that
the sleeper is associated with "sleep that is the seed" the word "seed"
(bija) indicates that this "sleep" is the potential cause for the subsequent
misapprehension. Misapprehension is called the "effect" (karya) because
misapprehension is the outcome of ignorance. It is also called as "dream"
(svapna) because it is a condition where things are taken wrongly; for
duality, though not real, appears to be real, like it does in dream. 21
Gau(lapli.da repeatedly makes the point, in kli.rikas eleven, thirteen and
fourteen, that neither of these two factors, ignorance and
misapprehension, intrinsically exist in the tunya, the unchanging witness
(sarvad[k sada) of the three states.
To try to interpret this in a straightforward way we can say that the
three states, waking, dreaming,. and deep sleep, occur when the turfya is
associated, as it were, with three different conditions of the mind. When
the mind is awake, consciousness is externally orientated; when the mind
is dreaming, consciousness is internally orientated; and when the mind is
in deep sleep consciousness is "massed together". The turiya, the pure
Awareness, is called vi§va when the mind is in a waking condition, it is
called as taijasa when the mind is in a dreaming condition and it is called
prajiia when the mind is in the condition of deep sleep. Though the
turiya is present in and through each of the three states, it is not
inherently the waker, the dreamer, or deep sleeper, for these are three
conditions specifically related to the functioning of the mind. The turfya
is the unchanging pure Awareness, which equally reveals the waking
state, the dreaming state and the plankness of deep sleep.
We have just said that the 'state of deep sleep is associated with
ignorance of reality which is the cause or "seed" for the further
misapprehension of reality that is associated with the waking and dream
states. Does Gau(iapada look upon this causal ignorance that is present in
each state as merely 1:9e absence of true metaphysical knowledge, or does
be see it as some sort of positive "power", or sakti, that is the actual
cause of the states themselves? It is hard to know on the basis of the
evidence of the text, though the word "cause" (karaIJa), and especially the
word "seed" (bija), which indicates some sort of transformative potency
on the part of ignorance, tends to indicate the latter view. The question of
the nature of "ignorance" will be taken up for discussion in chapter five.
But whether ignorance is a simple absence of having true knowledge or
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whether it has a transforrnative potency, Gauc,iapada nonetheless makes it
clear that all three states are "conditioned" (baddha), or "associated" (yuta),
with ignorance, and that means that the visva, taijasa and prajiia are, in
their very nature, conditioned states. But if each state is intrinsically
conditioned, enlightenment would seem to be precluded because the vi§va
would always be conditioned by ignorance (kliral)abaddha). The solution
would seem to lie in the idea, made explicit in later Advaita, that
ignorance, though in some sense persisting, stands negated by knowledge
(badhitanuvrtti). It must be so, because the states of vi§va etc. are said to
continue even after enlightenment. What the jnani, while in the waking
state, directly knows, is that the real Self is the turfya which is distinct
from the states (visvataijasaprajiiavilak$aJJa) and though the three states
continue as appearances (mithya), they stand negated by the knowledge: "I
am not any of these states, I am the turiya ".
In the second half of kli.rikli. fifteen Gauc,iapli.da says: "when both of
those errors are removed, one attains the twfya." This means that when
the twofold error, consisting of the ignorance of reality and the
misapprehension of reality, stand negated ty the knowledge or insight
into one's real nature, one "attains" the non-dual turfya. The word
"attains" is metaphorical, for there can be no attainment of one's own
Sclf. 22 The idea is that such a person, the jiiani, sees that bis (or her)
own essential nature, here called the turiya, is not the sleeper, who is
associated with ignorance, nor the waker and dreamer, who are associated
with both ignorance and misapprehension. Due to ignorance we
erroneously take ourselves to be the three states: we are the sleeper, the
dreamer, or the waker, and in the latter two states we have the
misapprehension of being real subjects over and against real objecL<>. The
truth is that we are not the sleeper, the dreamer, or the waker: we are
unchanging Awareness, or "Seeing'', which neither sleeps, dreams nor
wakes up, which illumines the waker together with the waking world
(jagratprapaiica), the dreamer and the dream world (svapnaprapaiica) and
the state of deep sleep where nothing is objectively experienced. In short,
the jiiani knows that the waker, dreamer and sleeper are all apparent
(mithyii) and that the pure Awareness-Self is untouched by the three states
even while the latter do not exist apart from It.
Gauc,lapada sums up with a verse that is often quoted by later Advaita
authors:

18

The Method of Early Advaita Vedanta
When the individual self (jiva), asleep due to
beginningless maya, awakens, it knows the
[turiya] which is unborn, in which there is
neither "sleep" nor "dream'', and which is
non-dual. 23 (1.16]

By the expression, "in which there is neither 'sleep' nor 'dream"' (anidra
asvapna), we could perhaps understand that the turiya is simply distinct
from the states of sleep and dream, which would be perfectly correct. But
we have seen that Gauc,lapada also uses the words "sleep" and "dream" as
technical expressions to refer to the ignorance of reality and to the
misapprehension of reality respectively, and it is this meaning that we
should understand here. Incidentally, this expression anidram asvapnam,
which as we have just seen has its own technical meaning that can be
understood only by reading karika fifteen of the Agamaprakara~1a,
provides an argument as to why the Gau<;lapadakarika is a unitary work
and why the four treatises can be read in the. order in which they
traditionally appeax. The identical expression, anidram asvapnam, occurs
in the Advaitaprakarm)a , in karika thirty-six, and it also occurs in the
Alata.~antiprakar~1a in karika eighty-one. But the usage of the expression
in those two treatises cannot be correctly understood if we are unaware of
the explanation given here, in karika fifteen. Thus there is justification
for maintaining that the traditional order of the text does seem to be
correct, for the later treatises presuppose a knowledge of the

AgmnaprakaraIJa.
Concerning the interrelationship between the four treatises, or
chapters, Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, in the introduction to his work The
Agamasastra of Gau<;lapada, has argued that: "the treatise consisting of
the karikas of Book 1 has no relationship to any of tl1e Books that
follow. "24 We have just shown that this view is not justified. His
conclusion on the interrelationship of the four treatises is that "these four
Books arc four independent treatises and are put together in a volume
under the title of the Agama.{astra ". 25 However, if the four are
independent treatises, we have to account for the numerous instances
where the karikas of book four repeat the karikas from the other books
(4.6=3. 20; 4.7=3. 21; 4. 8=3. 22; 4. 29=3. 21 [the last line of each is
identical]; 4. 31=2. 6; 4. 32=2. 7; 4. 34=2.2 [the last line of each is
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identical]; 4. 61 and 62 are almost identical to 3. 29 and 30; 4. 71=3. 48;
4. 81 is closely related 'to 1. 16 and 3. 36; 4. 94 refers to 3.1).
Bhattacharya accepts there is "rather a close" relationship between book
four and the other books, and even though he cites the repetitions that I
have just given, he nonetheless argues that book four is an indepenclent
treatise on the ground that so much repetition would be unwarranted if
book four is related to the other three! But surely it would be simpler,
and I believe fundamentally correct, to argue on the basis of the evidence
just the reverse, namely that the extent of repetition and the dependence
upon the ideas of the earlier karikas shows that the fourth treatise is
interrelated with the other three. The four treatises are undoubtedly
interrelated, and because of their close interrelationship they can
justifiably be seen as constituting a single work. 26
To return to the discussion of karika sixteen. In this karika
Gauc,lapada refers to the twfya as "unborn" (aja). This is the first time
Gauc,lapada has used this expression, which does not occur in the
M~1r;Jllkya Upani~ad, though it does occur in the Brhadar~1yaka Upani~ad,
as well as in the Muw;Jaka and the Kafha Upani~ads, and it also occurs a
number of times in the Bhaga vadgita. 27 Thus we can see numerous
and smrti. In his later karikas
precedent uses of the word in both
Gauc,lapada draws out the implications of maintaining that the ultimate
reality is "unborn". If the turiya is unborn, then the turiya cannot
become the waker and the waking world, or the dreamer and the dream
world, or even the sleeper: for if there is any change on the part of the
"unborn", in so far as it becomes the waker and the waking world etc.,
then it would no longer be unborn, because by undergoing the change
involved in "becoming" it would be taking birth, so to speak. But if the
turlya has not transformed into the world, how then, we may ask, does
the world come about? How can the many originate from the One, if that
One is absolutely changeless? Gau<;lapada, accepting the Upani~adic
teaching that the ultimate reality is "unborn", proceeds to deductively
argue that the world cannot logically originate, and even though the world
does appear in all its rich variety and complexity, it nonetheless cannot
have truly come into being given that the ultimate reality is the unborn
Brahman.
Gauc,lapada does not deny the empirical experience of the world. But
the world is accepted only as it empirically presents itself, i.e., as an

.sn;ti
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appearance, not as something laying claim to absolute reality. For since
there is no separation in traditional Hindu thought between the efficient
and the material cause, how could the "born" world have truly come into
being out of the one reality if that reality is said to remain unborn? In
short, how can becoming arise out of immutable Being? If Brahman
remains untransformed then the world cannot logically arise from
Brahman. But if the world appears, and the fact of its appearance is not at
issue, then it has to be accepted as an appearance, but not as a reality.
Gam;lapada's reasoning shows some similarity to the pre-Socratic Greek
philosopher Parmenides in so far as Greek thought too, at that period, had
not separated the efficient cause from the material cause, and so their
reasoning is similar in that both conclude that the world is a "seeming",
and not a reality, from the premise that the One Being cannot enter into a
process of becoming without negating itself a<> Being. While Parmenides
poem is presented as a revelation, it is more likely to be the outcome of
his own deductive reasoning. Gau<Japada's similar conclusion about the
seeming nature of the world is also the outcome of deductive reasoning,
but from the premise given by the revelation of the Upani~ads that the
ultimate reality, tw·iya (Brahman/Atman), is unborn (aja).
We have seen that in karikas six to nine Gau<Japada mentions various
views about creation. None of these views represent his own position
because they all, explicitly or implicitly, accept that creation (sr~ti) is a
fact. Gau<Japada now presents his view in karikas seventeen and eighteen,
where he takes up the meaning of the word "non-dual" (advaita), which is
mentioned in karika sixteen, and which is to be found in the seventh
mantra of the Upani~ad ("[the turiya] is where there-is the cessation of the
phenomenal world (prapaiicopafama), it is peaceful, auspicious and nondual (advaita)"). In fact, it could even be said that the entire
Mm:u;JUkyakarika is a commentary upon these two words of the M3J.1(iiikya
Upani~ad: "non-dual" (advaita) and "cessation of the phenomenal world"
(prapaiicopafama). In karika seventeen he says that the appearance of the
world does not contradict the teaching that the turiya is non-dual:
If the phenomenal world (prapaiica) did

exist, it should cease to exist, of that there is
no doubt. [But] this duality is merely maya.

From the standpoint of ultimate reality, there
is non-duality. 28 [l.17)
If the world is real, then in order for there to be non-duality this world of

duality would have to cease to exist. But the world does not need to be
removed, because duality is merely a "magical" appearance (maya), like a
snake appearing upon a rope, or like some display of magic. If the world
has an apparent reality only, then there are not two realities, the turiya
and the world, there is but a. single reality, the turiya, the substratum of
the appearance, because an unreal appearance does not constitute a second
reality. This amounts to saying that the world is mithya: it appears
empirically, though it is not truly real. So there is always non-duality,
in spite of the appearance of duality, and the consequence of this
understanding is that the world need not cease in order for non-duality to
exist.
He makes a similar point in karika eighteen:
If [tl1e phenomenal world] is a projection that
is conceived by someone, the projection
should come to an end. This position is
adopted for the purpose of instruction. When
[the highest truth] is known, there is no
duality. [1. 18]
If this world is the projection of someone, even of the Lord, then it
would have to cease in order for there to be non-duality, since the world
is still someone's actual creation. But this teaching, which Gam;lapada
himself will adopt in the VaitathyaprakaraJ)a (karika twelve), is a means
to teach the highest truth, it is not itself the highest truth.
So far, I have tried to demonstrate that Gau<Japada's teachings should
be seen in their proper context. That context is provided by the
M3.Q.<Jiikya Upani~ad. What Gauc,lapada has done in the Agamaprakaral}a
is to develop the teaching of the M3.Q.{iiikya to its logical conclusion. We
have seen that in the M3.l}.(1Ukya the turiya is neither the waker, nor the
dreamer, nor the sleeper, but is the invariable Awareness (sada SalYadrk) in
which the waker together with the waking world, the dreamer along with
the dream world, and the unknowing of the deep sleeper, all stand
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revealed. The turiya does not awake, does not dream, and does not sleep;
it remains untouched by the presence or absence of the three states. The
Mih}<;fiikya also says that the tunya is the ground of "the cessation of the
phenomenal world" (prapaiicopa§ama) and "non dual" (advaita).
Gamjapada makes explicit what is implicit in the words of the MliIJ.{liikya
Upani~ad itself. Gauc;lapada says that given the fact that the turiya is
immutable and unborn, the world cannot truly originate out of the tunya.
Therefore, the world is like a wondrous magical appearance, a maya.
Thus Gauc.Iapada's teaching of "ajativada" must be seen to be deductively
derived from the principal statements in the Upani~ads, particularly the
Mih}<;fiikya. The MlilJ.{fiikya Upani~ad is therefore not peripheral, but is
central to his entire teaching.
This conclusion is at variance with the view of scholars such as T.
Vetter, who have argued that the AlataSliJ1tiprakaraJ)a is the earliest of the
four treatises of the Gau{iapadakarika, because the teaching of nonorigination presupposes the teaching about the non-arising of dharmas as
discussed in the fourth prakaral)a. 29 But I do not think that the teaching
of non-origination need depend upon the conception of the non-arising of
dhannas as found in Mahayana Buddhism and referred to in the fourth
prakaral)a. As I have tried to show, the teaching of non-origination can
be "unpacked", so to speak, from some of the words in the seventh
mantra of the Mih}<;fiikya Upani~ad itself, as well as from the teachings of
other Upani~ads, such as the Brhadaral)yaka. Consequently, the traditional
order in which the prakaraJ}as are read need not be overturned.
In the following three chapters: the ".treatise on unreality"
(VaitathyaprakaraJ)a), the "treatise on non-duality" (AdvaitaprakaraJJa) and
the "treatise on the quelling of the fire-brand" (Alatasantiprakaral)a),
Gauc.Iapada develops various arguments to advance the position reached
here in the "treatise concerning the Vedic text" (Agamaprakaral)a). As I
have mentioned, the remaining chapters could be seen to form an
elaborate commentary upon two expressions occurring in mantra seven,
namely, that the tuJfya is "where there is the cessation of the 'phenomenal
world" (prapaiicopa§ama), and that it is "non-dual" (advaita) .
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(2) The Vaitathyaprakaral)a
At the beginning of the "treatise on unreality" (Vait.athyaprakaral)a)
Gam.Iapada argues that the waking world (jagratprapaiica) is unreal. By
the word "unreal" I do not mean that the world is a fictitious presentation,
existing only subjectively in the imagination; rather I mean that the
world is empirically evident, and continues to remain so, even when it is
found, upon inquiry, to be "not truly existing". 30 The Sanskrit word to
express this idea is mithya, which can be translated as "apparent" or as
"seeming", though the Englis~ language unfortunately does not possess a
single conceptually equivalent term.
That the world is unreal, in the sense just mentioned, is indicated in
the Upani~ad itself by the two expressions: "the cessation of the
phenomenal world" (prapaiicopasama) and "non-dual" (advait.a). If the
world is real, it must exist as a reality over and against the reality of the
turiya, and if such a dualism exists, then the Upani~ad could not speak of
the turiya as non-dual. What Gauc.Iapada seeks to do in the first six
karikas of the Vaitathyaprakaral)a is to demonstrate the unreality of the
world by a process of inference. But in order to prove this inference he
requires, in accordance with the convention regarding the formation of
inference in Indian thought, an illustration (df$fanta), the veracity of
which cannot be called into question. The illustration that he takes is the
unreality of dream. He begins the Vaitathyaprakaral)a by establishing that
the dream world is unreal, and once he has shown that his illustration.is
indisputable, he. then· presents his inference that the waking world is
unreal.
He demonstr~tes the unreality of dream in the first three karikas by
referring to three means of knowledge: inference (anumana), perception
(pratyaksa) and verbal testimony, in this case the sruti. In the first karika
he argues by inference that things in dream are unreal, because they are
internal to the body. The reason is that since they exist in such an
enclosed space, they must be unreal. It is impossible for dreamt objects,
such as elephants and mountains etc., to exist within the body of the
· dreamer. In this first karika he argues that dream objects are unreal
because there is an insufficiency of space. Saiikara too has used this
argument in his discussion of the unreality of dream in the
Brahmasii.trabh8$ya. The language he employs is similar to that of
Gauc.Iapada in that they both use the word "enclosed" (sarhv[t.a) space.31
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In the nex.t karika. Gam;lapada infers that dream
objects are unrea l
becau se there is an insufficiency of time for the dream
events to actually
take place. Sankara too uses this argument in the Brahln
asiitrabha~ya, and
he utilises it to bolste r the first rea<>on when he says
that if it is objected
that the dream objects are not within the body at
all, but the dream er
really travels outside the body to experience those
things, then it can be
said in reply that it is impossible to travel to those
dream locations in a
mere instant. 32 Gau<;lapada also argues on the basis
of our own perception
(pratyak~a) when he says that a perso n
who awakens from a dream does
not find himse lf in the place that was dream t about.
Sanka ra too uses the
same argum ent. 33 In the third karik a Gam;
lapada refers to the
Brhadarm.1yaka Upani~ad 4.3.10 which speaks of the unrea
lity of the dream
world. Sankara too cites this sruti text. 34
Gauc;lapacJa concludes by saying that becau se of these
reasons, based
on sruti, yukti and aimbhava, it is evide nt that the
dream world is unreal.
In these karika.s Gau<;lapada, like Sankara, has argue
d that dream is unreal
by contra sting it with the waking state which is accep
ted as real. But it
would not be corre ct to conte nd that there is
the defec t of mutu al
dependence in Gam;lapacta's argument, in that he uses
the waking world to
prove that dream is unreal, and then he will use
dream to prove the
unreality of the waking world. There is no mutua
l depen dence becau se
Gau<;lapada does not rely on dream to prove the unrea
lity of the waking
world. An inferential proof requires a reason (hetu)
the validity of which
depen ds upon the validity of the relati on of invar
iable conco mitan ce
(vyapti) that must exist between the reason and the thing
to be prove d
(sadhya). The illustration is not itself a proof
, it is somet hing that is
cited to elucidate the reason. Gau<;lapada does not use
dream to prove that
the waking world is unreal, he cites it to illustrate
the reason (hetu), and
consequently there is no mutual dependence.
In the fourth karika he takes up the issue of inferring
the unreality of
the waking world. He begin s by saying:
Just as in dream , so too in wakin g, it is
considered that there is [unreality] (vaitathya).
However [waking] differs from dream because
in dream the objects are within on accou nt of
being enclosed. 35 [2.4]
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Gau<;lapada says that both the dream world and
the waking world are
unreal. Howe ver the reason that was given for provi
ng the dream world
to be unreal, name ly that dream objects are enclo
sed within the body,
canno t be the reason for proving that the waking world
is unreal. It was
said that dream objects, in contrast to the objects
of the waking world,
lack the appropriate space or time (ucitadcfakalabh
ava) in which they
could really happen. The same canno t be said of
things in the waking
world, because in the latter the objects are external
to the body and hence
there is the appropriate space and time (ucitade§ak
ala) for the event s to
occur. So another reason has to be given, different
from the reasons used
to prove the unreality of dream, in order to prove
the unreality of the
waking world. But before presenting this reason,
Gaucjapada says that
thoug h the waking world and the dream world do
differ in respe ct of
having or not having the required space and time,
they are, nonetheless,
equally unreal:
The wise say that the states of dream and
waking are one, because the objects [in both
states] are of a simila r nature due to a wellknown reason. [2.51
Bhatt achar ya and Karm arkar under stand "bein
g within " the body
(anta]Jsthana) as the reason for the unreality of
the waking world, a11d
recen t schol ars, gener ally follow ing Bhatt achar
ya, adopt the same
perplexing interpretation. 36 But this interp retati
on canno t be corre ct,
because in the previous karika [2.4] Gau<;lapada did
not conflate dream and
waking, he actually made a distinction betwe en them,
in tl1at the former
is within the body wherea<> the latter is external to
the body.
What , then, is this "well-known reason"? GamJapada
provi des the
reason in his next karika:
What does not exist at the begin ning and at
the end, likewise [does not exist] even in the
present. The things that are appea ring are
equiv alent to unrea l things, [yet] they are
looked upon as though tl1ey are real. [2.6]
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in karik a five, 1t 1s
Havin g create d an expec tation as to the reaso n
37
Thiag s are unreal,
six.
appropriate that be provides the reason in karika
above reaso n
The
vitatha or mithya, becau se they are impermanent.
which is prese nt in
articu lates a major philo sophi cal presu pposi tion
gs of Plato, can be
much of Indian thought (and, judging from the writin
means to be free
found in Greek philos ophy as well): to be fully real
ple, in the
exam
for
from all change. 38 This idea is expre ssed,
(nabhavo
be"
cease to
Bhagavadgita, which says: "The real does not
ting in being . The
vidyate sata{l). 39 Reali ty is equiv alent to persis
es cannot be fully
corollary of that proposition is that anything that chang
thing chang es it
a
as
se
real .. Chan ge is a proof of unreality, becau
fact, what it is
in
es,
becomes different from what it already is; it becom
tion of a thing must
not. In· order for change to occur, the present condi
"becoming", a thing
cease; otherwise change would be impossible. So in
can a changing
How
not.
is
it
ceases to be what it is, and becomes what
e calls for its
chang
of
objec t be thought of as "truly real" when the ;:ict
non-existence?
or the deviation
Gauq apada thus takes impen nanen ce (anityatva),
it is said that
When
lity.
unrea
(vyab hicar itva) from being, as proof of
word that
The
a.
mithy
objects are "unreal" what is meant is that they are
''milhya"
word
s the
Gam;lapada uses, "vaitathya", conveys the same ideaa
Adva ita texts. As
which is the more comm only used term in later
term in Advaita to
menti oned earlier, mithy a is an important technical
to remain so, even
ues
descr ibe what is empirically evident, and contin
ng". According to
when it is found, upon inquiry, to be "not truly existi
be changeless. If
Advaita, if something is truly real (sat, satya) it must
n's son or a square
something is entirely imaginary, like a barren woma
. But suppo se
(asal)
t
circle, it is absol utely unreal, or non-e xisten
which is the
ent,
transi
something is empirically evident, though it is (a).
a state of ontological
argum ent that Gauq apada uses, or (b) it exists in
canno t be designated
dependence upon something else, then such a thing
utely unreal, i.e.,
absol
it
is
r
as truly, or absol utely real. But neithe
object is designated as
simply non-existent, since it does appear. Such an
or as only "apparently
"mithya"; a word that can be translated as "unreal",
the term. it refers to
real", thoug h in the precis e under stand ing of
when investigated, is
something that is empirically evide nt but which,
real or as absol utely
found to be indete rmina ble as either absol utely
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wakin g world
u~real. 40 T~ough there is a difference between the

paiica ), in that the
(;agra tprap anca) and the dream world (svap napra
is within the body,
former is external to the body whereas the latter
y mithyii.
equall
are
both
according to the understanding of Gauc.lapada
nce:
Therefore we have arrived at the following infere
pratijna (the proposition to be proved):
ii).
"The waking world is unreal" (jiigratprapaiico mithy
hctu (reason):
vyabhiciiritviit).
"Because it has a beginning and an end" (anityatviitl
ce (vyiip ti), with an
udiiharalJa (state ment of invari able conco mitan
appropriate illustration):
l, like a dream "
"Wha tever has a begin ning and an end is unrea
(svapnavat).

of the world have
Arguments put forward to establish the unreality
who attempted to
not proved uncontroversial. Ramanuja, for example,
d against Advaita that
uphold a common-sense view of the world, argue
is natural, then, that
It
imper mane nce does not prove unrea lity. 41
he does so in the next
Gauc.lapada might wish to defend his argument, and
waking cannot have
three karikas. ' An objection is raised that dream and
waking world has a
the same ontological status, as mithy ii, because the
h dream is unreal
thoug
even
practical utility unlike the dream world. So
To such an objection
we canno t say that the waking world is unreal.
Gau\iapada gives the reply:
The utility of those [things in the wakin g
state J is contra dicted in dream. Therefore,
they are considered just to be mithy ii on
accou nt of their having a beginning and an
·
end. 42 [2.7J
g state is relevant
Gauqapada says that the utility of objects in the wakin
r in the waking
hunge
only to the waking state. The food that satisfies
food that satisfies the
world cannot satisfy hunger in a dream, nor can the
world has utility for
dreamer be used to satisfy the waker. The waking
Thus the waking state
the waker, but not for the dreamer, and vice versa.
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is empirically real from the standpoint of the waker, but it is not
absolutely real, because its claim to reality is negated by dream which is
empirically real from the standpoint of the dreamer. So Gau\lapada says
that the argument that the utility of waking objects proves that the
waking world is real is not valid, and he repeats his reason that waking
objects are mithyii because they have a beginning and an end.
The next objection calls into question the illustration of dream. The
objection is that the illustration is not proved (dfftantasiddhi) . It is not
right, the objector says, to say that dream is unreal; on the contrary, it
can be argued that dream is real because of the novelty of what is seen in
dream. Since dream is not a mere copy of the waking state, but it has its
own novel (apiirva) features which are not seen in waking, we are not
entitled to say that dream is unreal. In reply, Gau\lapada says that novelty
is not a criterion for reality:
The novelty is an attribute of the one who is
in that state, just as it is for those who dwell
in heaven. This person [i.e. the dreamer,
sthani} sees those novel things when he goes
there. Just as here, a well educated person
sees novel things when he goes [to a new
place]. [2.8]
The idea is that the novelty belongs to the person who is in that state
(sthanf), the novelty does not belong to the state itself (sthana). In other
words, the novelty is purely subjective, and so novelty cannot be used to
prove that something is real. Gau<Japada gives the example of a scholar.
When, in olden days, an educated person travelled to a different country to
pursue further studies, he might find the customs of that place to be
str~nge, but the strangeness is the experience of the traveller, for the
inhabitants of the place_do not find their customs strange. So too, if one
went to dwell in heaven one might find everything there highly unusual,
but that is not to say it is unusual, it just seems so to the one who goes
there. The feeling of novelty or strangeness of dream is only from the
standpoint of the person who dreams and later on reflects upon the
experience when awake. Since novelty is subjective it cannot be used as
an argument to prove that dream is real.
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The third objection is that waking world (jagratprapaiica) is real
because it is has an objective existence. We know that dream is unreal
because it is a subjective experience within our own mind, but the
waking world is different because it is experienced as external to
ourselves. So, in accord with our common-sense understanding, the world
must be real. Gau<;iapada replies:
Even in the case of the dream state, what is
imagined within by the mind is unreal,
whereas what is experienced externally by the
mind is real. But it is evident that both are
unreal. [2.9)
So also in the case of the waking state, what
is imagined \vithin by the mind is unreal,
whereas what is experienced externally by the
mind is real. It is logically correct that both
are unreal. [2.10]
Arguing by way of analogy with dream, Gau\lapada says that even the
distinction of internal and external does not prove that the waking world
is real. Suppose a dreamer, while seeing a dream world as something
external and real, has some internal musing on the basis of what is seen,
and then thinks that the inner-imagination is unreal in comparison to the
perception of the external dream world. But upon waking, the person
sees that both experiences, the internal dream musing, as well as the
objective, external dream world, are equally unreal. Likewise, Gau<Japada
says, in the waking world we make a distinction between innerimagination which is unreal and external experience which is real. But
the experience of an external world does not prove that such a world is
real. It is logically feasible that the objective waking world is unreal,
just as the dream world that the dreamer experiences as something
external and real. If we object that Gauqapada is able to prove that the
dream world is unreal because it is seen to be so when we wake up, but
there is no standpoint by which we can sublate the waking world to
prove that it is unreal, Gau<;Iapada would presumably reply that the
experience of dream sublates the waking world (which we can know by
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reflection once we wake up). Or, he might argue that the reality of the
waking world is sublated from the standpoint of pure Awareness.
However Gau\lapada does not carry the argument further, as his point is
only to show that the experience of the waking world as something
external does not prove that it is real. The reality of the world is an
assumption that we make in accordance with our "common sense"
understanding, but such an assumption does not itself constitute a poof.
Gaw;lapada's own proof of unreality (mithyiitva) is impermanence, as we
have seen in karika six.
At this point he introduces a question:

If the things in both states [dream and
waking] are unreal, who cognises them?
Who projects them? [2.11]
The vaitathya, the unreality of things, does not mean they are nonexistent, for then they could not even be experienced. The unreal things,
whether in dream or in the waking state, do appear, and given that fact, a
question is raised: who experiences these objects in the waking and dream
states? Who creates, or projects them? Gau<.lapada addresses both
questions in the following verse, taking the second question first.
The Self, the effulgent one, apparently creates
Itself through Itself due to its own miiyii. It
is just the Self who knows the objects. Such
is the conclusive teaching of Vedanta. [2.12]
In this verse, the Self (iitman) is used in apposition with the word
"effulgent" (deva) which was previously seen in apposition with the word
turiya in 1.10 ("The all pervading, effulgent one is considered to be the
'fourth"'), therefore _we can understand that the Self here means the turiya.
It is the absolute Self, the turiya, pure Awareness, that projects, or
apparently creates (kalpayati), the waking and dream worlds. An act of
creation, however, requires a number of components: apart from the
Creator, or efficient cause (kartr), there is the need for the appropriate
means to bring about a creation, i.e .. an instrumental cause (karal)a), a11d
there is also the important requirement of some material which becomes

A Running Commentary upon Gaw;lapada's Kiirikiis

31

the object of the creative process, i.e., the material cause. In Upani~adic
though): there is no conception of creatio ex nihilo, the doctrine of
creation that developed in Christian theology towards the end of the
second century C.E., and which teaches that God made the world out of
sheer nothing, i.e., there is no material cause. In Vedanta, as we can see
expressed in the Brahmasutra, the Creator is both the efficient and the
material cause. 43 So Gau<.Iapada says that the Atman is the Creator
which Itself becomes the created world: "The Self apparently creates
(kalpayati) Itself (atmanam)." He also says that no separate instrumental
cause is required apart from the A_tman, for the a'pparent creation
happens "through Itself' (atmana).
But how could the turiya- Atman, unchanging and therefore
absolutely real, undergo the change that would be required for it to
"manifest" as the world? If the Self undergoes any change whatsoever it
would become impermanent, and therefore mithyii. Gam;lapada says that
no change actually took place. The act of creation has occurred through
maya, a "wondrous power" belonging to the changeless turiya, AtmanBrahman (svasya maya). Since Brahman is by definition changeless, there
is no possibility for a creation to occur without postulating some power
belonging to Brahman. Brahman, in association with this· power, is the
Creator, the cosmic Lord, who creates through Itself the objects which are
not other than Itself. This power, moreover, as the name mliyii itself
implies, does not have the same ontological status as Brahman, its
substratum. So mayii too is mithyii. Since the created world, the effect,
is apparent (mithya), the power by which Brahman is the cause should
have the same ontological status as its effect, i.e., that power should also
be mithya, and as a consequence the changelessness and the non-duality of
Brahman remain untouched. We shall have the opportunity to discuss
this very important point in more detail later when we come to Sankara.
It is evident that Gauc.lapada is teaching from two standpoints: from
the perspective of ultimate truth (paramartha), as well as at the level° of
empirical truth (vyavahara). Advaita cannot be correctly understood
without an appreciation of these two "levels" of truth and, as we shall
later see, Sankara repeatedly takes his stand on these "two truths" when he
refers to the nature of the unconditioned Brahman vis-a vis the nature of
the cosmic Lord (f §vara). From the standpoint of ultimate truth
(paramartha), the world cannot logically come into being given that

32

The Method of Early Advaita Vedanta

A Running Commentary upon Gaucjapiida's Karikas

33

Brahman is pure Consciousness which is identical to Being itself, and
Being, by definition, does not become. Yet, from the standpoint of
empirical truth, or everyday life (vyavahara), the appearance of the world
is an undeniable fact. From this empirical standpoint Brahman must be
the Creator of the world. But when we see that the empirical world is
mithya, we pass from the "level" of empirical truth to that of absolute
truth, and it is from this latter perspective that the power postulated of
Brahman, by which Brahman is the Creator, must also be ultimately
unreal, it too is mithyii.
It is from the empirical perspective that Gam;lapada answers the first
question of karika eleven, when he says that: "it is just the Self who
knows the objects". It is the Self, pure Awareness, that is the individual
epistemological subject (pramiitii), the jfva, when the Self is in
association with an individual body-mind complex. 44 Gau~apada
concludes karika twelve saying: "Such is the conclusive teaching of
Vedanta". Gaw,iapada relies upon argument to establish the unreality of
the world, but when he comes to speak of the true nature of things we see
that he explicitly refers to the Upani~ads.
- Gauc;lapada continues to discuss the mithya nature of the creation, and
in doing so he makes a clear distinction between the waking and dream
states. He says:

Here, Gauc.lapada makes a distinction between the waking world and the
dream world. The dream world is subjective, it lasts as long as the
thought persists. The waking world, however, is objective, because it
exists in a twofold time. In the waking world there is subjective time,
such as when we feel that time is passing quickly or slowly, and there is
also objective time which is measured by apparent solar time, or by a
clock. Scholars who believe that Gauqapada simply conflates the waking
and dream states, or that he is a subjective idealist, have misunderstood
his point. What he says is that although there is a distinction between
dream and waking in so far as dream has a subjective reality whereas
waking has an objective reality, both states are ontologically the same,
for both are transient and therefore both are equally mithya. But the fact
that they are both classed as mithya does not mean that there is no
secondary distinction (an avantarabheda) within that classification.
Gauqapada clearly says that there is such a distinction. He makes this
point again in the following verse:

[The Self] creates the things which reside in
the mind when it is internal, as well as other,
constant things, which are present in the
mind when it is external. Thus does the Lord
apparently create. 45 [2.13)

Whereas the things that are internal are
indistinct, the things that are external are
clearly evident. They are all apparently
created [by the Self]. The distinction is due
to the difference in the sense-organs. [2.15]

Here, the reference to. the rni.1d as being either "external" or "internal" is
reminiscent of the statement in Mii.JJcfukya Upani~ad 3 and 4, where the
waker is spoken of as one "whose consciousness is external"
(bahi$prajiia) and the dreamer as one "whose consciousness is internal"
(antabprajna). Gam,lapada is saying that the Lord creates the things of
the dream world and the things of the waking world. He then says:

In dream there is the operation only of the mind, whereas in waking there
is the mind functioning together with the various sense-organs. Looking
at dream and waking experiences from the standpoint of the waking state,
Gauqapada distinguishes between them while maintaining that both are
ontologically mithya.
He then provides more details about the process of creation, a topic
that began with karika eleven.

The things that are internal only exist in
mental time, whereas the things that are

external exist in a twofold time. They are all
apparently created [by the Self]. The
distinction [between dream and waking] does
not rest upon any other reason. [2.14]
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Firstly, [the Atma] apparently creates the
individual soul (jiva), then the objects of
different types, those that are external as well
as those that are internal. As [the jiv a]
knows, so it thinks. [2.16]
The idea behind this remark, "As [the jiva] knows, so it thinks", would
seem to be explained in the subsequent verses where Gauc;lapada says that
the jiva, being ignorant of its own true nature, the Atman that is its
basis (adbi$thana), then proceeds to develop any number of mistaken
views of reality. Gauc;lapada first gives the famous example of the rope
and the snake and then goes on to list all sorts of possible
misconceptions of reality.
Just as a rope, when not ascertained, in the
darkness, to be a rope, is mistaken for
various things such as a snake, or a streak of
water etc., likewise is the Self mistaken [by
the jiva]. [2.17)
Just as, when the rope is ascertained as a
rope, the mistaken notion ceases and there is
the non-dual knowledge: "the rope alone is",
likewise is the ascertainm ent of the Self.
[2.18]
The Self is mistaken [by the jiva] to be these
countless things beginning with the lifeenergy (praIJa). This is the maya of that
effulgent one [the Seit] by w'1ich He himself
has become deluded! [2.19)
Gaw,iapada then spends nine verses describing various mistaken views.
He concludes by saying:
Whatever thing [the teacher) would point out
to him, he sees it [i.e. comes to have that
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conception]. That idea, by becoming one
with him, protects him. Attachment to that
view possesses him. [2.29]
This [Self] is held to be different owing to
these things which are not different [from the
Self]. The one who knows this to be a fact
may imagine [the Self in various ways]
without hesitation! [2.30]
What, according to GaucJapada, constitutes the correct understanding
(sarhyagdanfana)? In the next four karikas he presents his siddhiinta, the
conclusive teachir.g. In the first two karikas he speaks of the unreality,
i.e., the "apparent reality" (mithyatva), of the world. He says:
Like a dream and a magic are seen, and just
as a mirage city is seen in the sky, so is this
universe seen by those who arc well-versed in
the Vedanta [i.e. Upani$ads]. [2.31]
There is no cessation, there is no origination,
no one is bound and no one strives [to be
free], no one desires liberation, nor is anyone
liberated. This is the ultimate truth. [2.32]
Karikas 31 and 32 present Gauc;lapada's famous teaching of "nonorigination" (ajativiida). These karikas. exhibit a very close resemblance
to some portions of Mahayana Buddhist literature. The expression s
"mirage city" (gandharvanagara) and "dream" (svapna) are found a number
of times in the MUlamadh yamakakar ika of Nagarjuna. In 7.34 of this
work Nagarjuna says:
Like a magic (miiya), like a dream (svapna),
and just like a mirage city seen in the sky
(gandharva nagara), so have been described
origination , duration and cessation. [MK
7.34) 46
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It is widely accepted that Nagarjuna lived in the second or third centuries
CE and it is thought that Gauc;Japada lived circa 500 CE. 47 There is a
clear resemblance between the language of karika 31 and the verse of
Naga1juna just quoted. There is also a resemblance between karika 3'.c,
where Gaw;lapada says: "There is no cessation (na nirodha), there is no
origination (na ca-utpatli)", and the two introductory verses of the
MiJ/amadhyamakakarika where Nagarjuna uses the same expressions:
anirodha anutpada. There is also some resemblance between this karika
and Sarikhyakarika 62 ofl svarakmia (c. 350-450). 48 These resemblances
strongly suggest that Gau<.fapada was drawing upon such verses in the
composition of these two karikas.
Though Gau<;lapada's language here is undeniably similar to that of
Nagarjuna and to Mahayana Buddhism in general, the similarity ends at
this point, for Gauc;lapada's perspective is quite different. Gau<;lapada's
perspective is based upon the teaching contained in the Mal}<;lilkya
Upani~ad. This Upani~ad teaches the existence and the nature of an
absolute reality called either as Brahman, atman, or turiya. Since it is
axiomatic for Gau<,lapada that reality cannot undergo alteration, it follows
that the phenomenal world cannot logically arise from Brahman. If the
world cannot logically arise, yet if the world is an empirical fact, then the
world has ultimately to be an unreal appearance of Brahman, analogous to
a magical creation (mayli) etc. This is the meaning of verse thirty one. If
the phenomenal world is an unreal appearance, then there is no real
origination or real destruction, there can only be an apparent origination
and an apparent destruction. Accordingly, there is no one who is really
bound etc. From the level of ultimate truth (paramarthatli), and it is
important to remember that this is his standpoint, the whole world is a
phenomenal appearance, akin to a magic display. This is the essential
meaning of verse thirty two.
In the third of these four siddhlinta verses, and in an altogether too
cryptic way, Gauc;iapada dismisses even the concept of "non-dual" from the
absolute standpoint. But in the second line of the verse he makes an
important point that clearly differentiates Advaita Vedanta from most
Buddhist teachings, and the point is that an unreal appearance is always
the appearance of something real as something else that is unreal. An
unreal appearance must be grounded in the real, for there can be no unreal
appearance without a real substratum.
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This [Self] is falsely imagined to be the
unreal things, and the Self is falsely imagined
to be non-dual. Those things, moreover,
exist just through the non-dual. Therefore
non-duality is auspicious. 49 [2.33]
The idea seems to be that the word "non-dual" is relative to the idea of
duality, and once duality is negated, the Self cannot be designated even as
"non dual". It is the same wjth other words commonly used to describe
Brahman, such as "substratum" (adhi${hlina), because an adhi$tlJana is
relative to what is supported (adhi$theya). Even the words Brahman
("expansion"), atman (Self) and turiya (Fourth) acquire their meanings in
relation to what is finite, what is not-Self, or in the case of turiya, to the
three conditions, i.e., the waker, dreamer and sleeper. Therefore
Brahman, as it is, is without name and is neither dual nor non-dual
(dvaitiidvailavilak$a~1a). If the verse is interpreted in this way, the idea
that is expressed here is reminiscent of Nagarjuna who argues that all
concepts can be shown to be interdependent and are therefore "empty" of
any inherent nature. But Gauc;!apada is saying something different from
Nagarjuna, for he says that it is the absolute reality, the atman (referred
to by the pronoun "ayam" in the karika), that is being falsely imagined
in these various ways. It is important to remember that Vedanta never
says that things are merely apparent (mithya), without also pointing out
what is real (satya). In the second line of the karika Gauc;iapada says that
things exist "just through the non-dual" (advayena-eva), meaning that
there can be no appearance of the world without a substratum. From the
empirical perspective of the world there is the experience that things
exist, and they can only do so because they have no separate existence
from Brahman, which is Being Itself. Therefore, from the empirical
perspective, the understanding of non-duality is auspicious and nor any
other understanding.
In the last of these four verses, Gauc;iapada refers to the relationship
between the world and Brahman:
This plurality does not exist as identical to
the Self, nor even does it somehow exist of
its own accord. Those who know reality,
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know that nothing exists different [from the
Self] or as identical [to the Seit]. [2.34]
This phenomenal world does not exist as identical to the Self (atman),
pure Awareness, for in that case no world would even be present to be
experienced as something "other". Nor does the world have an inherent
existence of its own, because in that case the world would be real, it
would be self-existent. But the world is not a self-existent reality, its
being is reducible to the Being that is Brahman. Those who know the
truth know that: "nothing exists different (prthak) [from the Self] or as
identical (aprthak) [to the Self]."
The above statement, that nothing exists different from the Self or as
identical to the Seif, could help clarify a phrase frequently used by Sankara
in his Brahmasiitrabhii$ya, as well as elsewhere. 50 The phrase to which I
am referring is: tattvanyatvabhyam anirvacaniya [namarilpa] which can be
literally rendered as: "[the name-and-form] is indeterminable as 'that' or as
something else." Later Advaitins regularly use the expression
sadasadbhyam anirvacaniya to describe the causal, cosmic "Ignorance"
(ajiiana!avidya), in which case this expression means that avidya is
indeterminable as to whether it truly exists (sat), or simply does not exist
(asat).5 1 This amounts to saying that avidyli. is indefinable as either
identical to Brahman or as not identical to Brahman, since Brahman is
Being Itself (sat). Now if we follow the teaching of Gaw.lapada here, that
the world is not different from the Self, nor is it identical to the Self, then
it is highly likely that Sankara is saying the same thing when he uses the
somewhat formulaic expression "tattvanyatvli.bhyli.m anirvacaniya". Here,
the word "tattva" would ultimately refer to Brahman and the statement
would mean that the name-and-form, i.e., the "stuff" of the world, is
indeterminable, or indefinable, as either identical with Brahman or as
something other than Brahman. This meaning is possible if we interpret
Sankara in the light of Gau<Japada. It is also possible to understand the
phrase in this way just from Sat1kara's own works and we will refer to
this point in considerably more detail in chapter five.
The well known illustration of the rope-snake, which GaucJapada
mentioned in 2. 17 and 18, can help to elucidate all the points in the
above four verses. We should bear in mind that the rope-snake analogy is
attempting to depict the relation between Brahman and the world at the
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level of ultimate reality. The rope should be understood as equivalent to
the Brahman-Atman and the snake-appearance as equivalent to the world.
The rope is real, i.e., changeless, it is "unborn" for it has not changed
into the snake through any transformation on its part. The rope therefore
is not the snake. Yet the snake does appear, and it appears exactly where
the rope is. The snake therefore has the rope as its substratum. Is the
snake-appearance different from the rope, or is it identical to the rope? It
is not different, because it has no independent existence of its own. Then
it must be identical? It is not entirely identical either, for in that case
there would only be the rope and no snake-appearance. Similarly (and we
must keep in mind that the perspective here is that of ultimate trulh) the
Atman is changeless and "unborn", for it has not changed into the world
through any transformation. But the world does appear, so the wor1dappearance exists: "As a dream and a magic are seen ... " (2.31 ). And
therefore, from this perspective of ultimate reality: "There is no cessation,
there is no origination" etc. (2.32), for since the universe has no real
origin it can have no real destruction either. The statement: "just through
the non-dual" (2.33) indicates that the empirically evident, mithya
universe, is grounded in the Atman. This world is not different from
the Atman, because in that case it would have an independent
ontological status, nor is it entirely identical to the Atman, since there
is the empirical experience of a world (2. 34).

(3) The AdvaitaprakaraIJa
Gau\.lapada introduces his third treatise with two cryptic verses which
require some discussion. Firstly, he says:

A doctrine (dharma) based upon a conceptual
meditation occurs when Brahman is born.
[That doctrine is]: "prior to origination,
everything is unborn." Therefore, that
doctrine is considered as pitiable. [3.1]
The chief difficulty in this verse is the word dharma. Sankara, who is
traditionally held to be the author of the commentary upon the Mli.IJ<)iikya
Upani1?ad and the Gauc;Japadakarika, interprets the word dharma as the
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"seeker" (siidhaka), meaning the individual soul ljiva).52 But why should
the w_o_rd dhanna have this unprecedented meaning? To this question,
Advaitms answer that there is a precedent, for in the Katha Upani~ad the
word dharma is twice found in the sense of soul. In Kath a J .1.21, we
read "m:wr C$8 dharmal)'' and here Sankara says, "this dharma called the
Self' .53 In 2.1.14 the statement "evarh dharman prthak pasyan" occurs,
where Sankara understands the word dharman to be the individual selves
(at'Tianai)). 54 The fact that the word dharma is interpreted as "self' by the
author of the commentary on the MiiIJ<}iikyakli.rika, consistent with the
c?mmentary upon Katha Upani~ad 2.1.14, lends incidental support to the
view that the commentary on the Gau<japiidakarika is an authentic work
of Sankara. But the question still remains, why should the word dharma
mean Self, or selves, in the Katha Upani$ad when it is not used in that
way !n any of the other major Upani?ads, such as the BrhadaraIJyaka or
the Chandogya?
The. peculiarity of the meaning of dharma in Katha Upani~ad 2.1.14
was noticed long ago by Theodore Stcherbatsky who suggested that this
passage, in referring to prthag-dhannan, might be indicating the existence
of a pre-Buddhistic anatma-dharma theory. He saw in Katha Upani~ad
2.1.14 a refutation of those who uphold the existence of separate elements
(prthag-dharman). 55 Hajime Nakamura, on the other hand, asserted that
the wo:d dharma in this passage is undoubtedly of Buddhist usage.56 In
Buddhism the word dharma traverses a range of meanings starting with
law or doctrine and ending up including all the things that have been
taught by the doctrine, whereby all things are reduced to a number of
discrete elements which are called dharmas. 57 The distinctive meaning of
the word dharma in Buddhism, in the sense of an "element, or "factor of
existence", perhaps developed from an older use of the word dhanna in the
sense of a "quality" or an "essential property". We can see the usage of
the word dharma in the sense of a "quality" in Chiindogya Upani~ad 2.1.4
(siidhavo dharmalJ). And in the Brhadii.raIJyaka Upani~ad 4.5.14 we find
the _:vord dharma used in the sense of an "essential property", for when
Yajnavalkya says to Maitreyl that the Self has the property, or nature, of
being indestructible, he uses the word dharma: "This Self is of an
indestructible nature" (ayam atma anucchittidhanna). But when Buddhism
repudiated the concept of substance, the idea of dharma as a "quality" of a
thing, or as its "essential property", developed into the idea of a quality
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without the support of a substance, or a property without reference to a
substance; it became an "independent quality", and was seen as an
ultimate, unique component, beadng its own specific characteristic
(svalak$al)a). 58
In Katha Upani~ad 1.1.21, the statement "aIJur C$a dharmafl" could be
understood as "this is a subtle teaching (a subtle matter)". Nakamura
suggests "law or creed" .59 Such a meaning could have a precedent in the
use of the word dharma in BrhadaraIJyaka Upani~ad 1.5.23, and the Kafha
Upani~ad seems to refer to this passage at one place. 60 Sankara is not
wrong in understanding the word dharma in Katha 1.1.21 to mean the
Self, for the Self is the subject under discussion from the previous verse.
Perhaps, rather than saying as he does, "this dharma called the Self' (e.~a
iitmakhyo dharmaf:i), it would be preferable to understand dharrna as a
"teaching", or "subject matter", about the Self (e$a atmavi$ayo dharmai),
arlhafJ). The word dharman in Kafha 2.1.14 could also be understood as
"teachings" or "doctrines", or perhaps, as "thing". The explanation of
dhanna as soul ( dehasya dhii.raIJiid dharma~1, jivafJ) in both the commentary
to the Katha Upani~ad and to the Gau<;lapadakiirika is somewhat forced, and
it would be better to understand the word dharma in karika 3.1 along the
lines of "teaching" or "doctrine".
In the next karika Gauc;lapada says:
Therefore I will tell that which is not
pitiable, which is without birth and uniform.
[So that one understands]: nothing is born,
even while things are born all around. [3.2]
A difficulty with this karika lies in the reading: "which is without birth
and uniform" (ajati samatarh gatam). Christian Lindtner, a scholar of
Buddhism, has argued that the expression "ajati samatam" in this verse
(and also the identical expression in 3. 38) should be read as an
appositional (karmadharaya) compound, ajatisamatam gatam, and the
meaning would then be, literally: "unborn-sameness". 61 This may seem
a mere grammatical quibble, but it is more than that hecause what is at
stake here is not just the arrangement of the words but the whole
meaning of the text. Lindtner suggests that the various editors have been
misled by following the commentary of Sankara. I do not know why
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they should be so misled, especially Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, who on
occasion chooses to amend the text simply because he finds the reading
incompatible with his own understanding. 62 Lindtner gives two reasons
why this expression should be read as a compound. Firstly, he suggests
that the Madhyamika author Bhiivaviveka (c.490-570) refers to the
Gaugapadakiirikii when he writes ajiitisamatii in the eighth chapter
(dealing with Vedanta) of his Madhyamakahrdaya-Karikii. Secondly,
Lindtner proposes that Gaw;lapada himself understands "unborn" (aja) to
be an adjective to "sameness" (siimya) in verses 93, 95 and 100 of the
fourth chapter. On this basis, he concludes that there is sufficient
evidence to accept that Gau<,iapada's intended phrase was indeed
ajiitisamatiim gatam. I wish to defend the reading as it appears in the
printed editions and I believe that the interpretation given in the bhii$ya is
correct.
The traditional explanation is that the object of the verb "I will tell"
is aklirpm;iyam ("not pitiable"), which refers to Brahman, and that the
word ajati is a bahuvrihi compound (naiibahuvrfhi) describing Brahman
Uati na vidyate yasya tad brahma, ajliti). In other words, ajliti does not
mean simply "no-birth", as it does in Mahayana Buddhism, but it means
"that which has no birth", and it refers to the akiirpal}yam Brahman.
This is a perfectly plausible explanation of the t~rm ajliti and it is
entirely in keeping with Gauc.fapiida's exposition as we have seen it so far.
There is no need to adjust the text to conform to the reading of
Bhavaviveka, who may or may not have been referring to these karikas,
and if he was, he may have misinterpreted them. In any case, the printed
text of the Gam;lapiidakiirika is based on the support of many manuscripts,
whereas the state of the printed text of the 1'.1adhyamakahrdaya is less
certain, being based upon Tibetan translations which were compared with
a single available Sanskrit manuscript.63
_
With regard to the instances Lindtner has cited from the fourth chapter
(vv. 93, 95 and 100), where he says that slimya is a substantive predicated
by the adjective aja, we should, however, firstly see 4. 80 where aja and
samya are both adjectives describing the word tat (refen"ing to the citta).
In 4. 93 and 95 there is greater difficulty in determining the relationship
of the two words, but in 93 both Karmarkar and Bhattacharya understand
aja and samya as adjectives describing an unexpressed subject (Karmarkar:
"The highest"; Bhattacharya: "The absolute'') and I suggest the same is
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the case in verse 95. In verse 100 aja and samya are adjectives to the
word pada ("state" i.e. reality). Karmarkar and Bhattacharya understand
this to be the case. In verses 80 and 100 aja and samya are both used
adjectively, and I think that slimya is not used substantively in any of
these verses . Therefore ajati in 3.2 (and also in 3.38) should not be
compounded in apposition with samata. The word ajati is a bahuvrihi
compound meaning "the unborn" and it is descriptive of Brahman. The
word si:imya itself occurs in the Bhagavadgita 5.19 where it refers to
Brahman.
In the following karikas Gaw;lapada proceeds to show how "nothing is
born, even while things are horn all around". Using the analogy of space
and something which seems to delimit space, such as a pot, Gauc.Iapada
says that Brahman has never actually "taken birth", i.e., Brahman never
really became a jiva, an individual soul, but Brahman is said to be the
)Iva from the standpoint of the conditioning provided by the limiting
adjuncts (upiidhi) of the body-mind complex. Gauc;lapada's analogy of
space and pots has been frequently used in later Advaita. He first presents
the analogy and then draws forth its implications. He says:
The Self [litmanj seems [iva] to have become
the individual souls, just as space seems to
have become the "pot-spaces". And [the Self]
seems to have become the aggregates [body,
sense organs etc.] which are comparable to
the pot etc.
This is the illustration
concerning origination. [3.3]
The particle "iva", "as though/seems" indicates that the whole discourse
concerning creation is from the standpoint of mliyii. The verse says that
the Self does not undergo a process of change to appear as the individual
soul Uiva), any more than space undergoes change to become the space
limited by a physical form such as a pot etc. The individual soul is not
something other than the Self itself, just as the pot-space is not other
than space itself. The pot-space, however, is differentiated from
unconditioned space when it is considered from the standpoint of the pot.
Similarly, individuality is brought about by the body-mind complex.
Individuality is a construction depending upon the body-mind and in the
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absence of the body-mind there is no "individual soul" as such, just as in
the absence of the pot, there is no "pot-space". Implicit in this verse is
the idea of upadhi or "limiting adjunct" which is central to Sankara's own
explanation of the nature of the individual soul, as we shall see late_r. In
Gauc.laplida's illustration, the pot is the upadhi; it is the limiting adjunct
which seems to create the individuality of pot-space. In the same way,
the body-mind complex is the upadhi which seems to give rise to an
individual soul. It may be noted here that the Self not only appears as
the individual soul, but the Self also appears as the matter as well, the
body-mind complex, as we see in the second sentence (ghatadivat-ca
saiighatail;I).
Gauc.lapada then draws a number of conclusions from his model. He
says:
Just as when the pots etc. are destroyed, the
pot-spaces etc. are merged in space, likewise,
the individual souls are merged here in the
Self. [3.4]
He says that just as the individual pot-space merges into total space
when the pot is destroyed, so too the individual s-0uls resolve into the
Self upon the destruction of the limiting adjuncts. Thus origination and
destruction are only with reference to the upadhi. The loss of
"individuality" is therefore not the destruction of what is intrinsically
real but it is the cessation of something produced by the upadhi. This
ver;e is suggestive of the BrhadaraIJyaka passage 4.4.6 (and 7) where it is
said of the liberated person: "... his organs do not depart; being nothing
but Brahman, he is merged in Brahman."
In the next verse Gauc)apiida uses the illustration to account for the
variety of individual experiences, given the teaching that there is just one
Self in all bodies. He says:
Just as when a single pot-space is associated
with dust and smoke etc. all [pot-spaces] do
noLcQrne into association with the dust etc.,
likewise, all the individual souls are not
associated with happiness and so forth. (3.5]
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Here he says that just as when the space associated with one pot is
affected by smoke etc. it does not mean that every pot-space is similarly
affected, so too when one individual soul experience~ happiness or
suffering all souls do not partake of that same experience, because the
experience is confined to a particular limiting adjunct. The first line of
this karika is almost identical to a line contained in the (pre-Sankara)
Vedanta chapter of the Madhyamakahrdaya-Karikii of Bhavaviveka
(c.490-570). 64 Altogether it would seem that Bhavaviveka made two
other direct references to the Gaw;lapadakarikii. The first, which we have
already seen, is where he uses the expr~ssion ajiitisamata. The other is a
verse that is identical to 2.38 of Gauc;lapadakiirikii. 65 From these
references it would appear that Bhavaviveka was at least familiar with the
second and third books of the Gau<;fapiidakiirika, though apart from
making these references he has not discussed the teachings of Gaugapada
in any detail.
It could be objected that there must be a real plurality of individual
souls since there are differences among them due to name, form and
function .66 Gaucjapada says that such differences pertain only to the
limiting adjuncts, and therefore a difference in name, form and function
cannot be used to infer a real difference among souls. He says:

The form, the function and the name differ in
each case, but space does not differ. The
conclusion is the same with regard to the
individual souls. [3.6]
He then negates the idea that the individual soul could be considered as a
part of Brahman, or as a modification of Brahman.67 He says:
As the pot-space is neither a modification nor
a part of space, likewise, the individual soul
is never either a modification nor a part of the
Self. [3.7]
He makes the point that the Self is innately pure:
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Just as, according to children, space becomes
polluted with dirt, so too to the
unenlightened the Self becomes polluted by
impurities. [3.8]
He sums up:
i:n death and in birth, in going or corning, and
in being present in all bodies, [the Self] is
just like space. [3.9]
Just as in the illustration the space does not really arise, dissolve, move
etc., and its origination and so forth are only with reference to the
limiting adjunct, so too the Self is not born, does not die, and neither
does it move etc. Birth, death, motion and the multiplicity of selves are
brought about by the limiting adjuncts.
He then makes a point with reference to karika 3, where he had said:
"And [the Self] seems (iva) to have become the aggregates [body, sense
organs etc.] which are comparable to the pot etc." Not only does the Self
seem to have become the individual souls on account of the limiting
adjuncts, but the Self seems to have become the limiting adjuncts as
well. Thus there is nothing separate from the Self. Gam;lapada now
explicitly states what was only implied in karika 3 by his use of the word
"seems" (iva) when he says that all talk of "becoming" is only from the
standpoint of mayii. He says:
All the aggregates have been created out of
the mayii of the Self, analogous to a dream.
There is no logical possibility here
concerning either their superiority or their
equality. [3.10]
The second sentence probably contains an oblique reference to an
unidentified Mahayana text. Presumably the idea is that as all forms are
creations of maya, they are ultimately just appearances, and so there is
no reason to determine the superiority or the equality among unreal
forms.
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He now seeks to show that what he said in the above verses
harmonises with the teachings of the Upanh;;ads. He refers [karika 11] to
the teaching of the five sheaths (ko§a) in the Taittirfya Upani1?ad (2. 1-5)
and he says that such an analysis reveals that the self of all the ko§as is
none other than the supreme soul who is analogous to space. 68 He says
[12] that the supreme Brahman is revealed by the various pairs spoken of
in the Madhubrahma~1a portion of the BrhadliraIJyaka Upani1?ad (2.5), just
like a single space is shown to be delimited by two sets of limiting
adjuncts, such as the earth (adhidaiva) and one's own belly (adhyatma).
He then says [ 13] that the Upani~ads praise the identity without
distinction of the individual soul and the Self and they censure statements
of plurality. He says that such a view can be seen to be intelligible in
the light of the presentation given in karikas 3-10.
He then defends this view. Suppose it is argued that there is a real
difference between the individual soul and Brahman, because in the
Upani1?ads we hear statements such as the following from the Chiindogya
Upani$ad: "having entered these three gods along with (as) the individual
soul" (6.3.2). In reply, Gau\iapada says [14] that these statements are not
to be taken literally; they are merely figurative expressions referring to
the state of things to come after creation. He then states his own view
about creation in a verse that is often cited by later Vedantins. He says:
Creation has been presented in different ways
[in the Upani:~;ads], by using [illustrations of]
clay, iron, sparks etc. This is a means to
lead to [the truth]. There is no difference
whatsoever [between the jiva and the
Atman]. [3.15]
Sankara quotes this karika in his commentary upon Brahmasiitra 1.4.14
and so does Suresvara in his vartika to Sankara's commentary on. the
BrhadliraIJyaka Upani~ad. 69 Why does the sruti adopt such a means
(upaya)? Gau\iapada says [16] it is because people are at different stages
of understanding, and for such people (presumably he is referring to those
who are at the lower and middling stages), the sruti, in its compassion,
teaches this type of conceptual meditation based upon ideas of creation
and duality. 70 He says [17] that while the du~lists are firmly convinced
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of their own conclusions, they contradict each other since their
conclusions are discrepant. However this teaching of non-difference does
not contend with them. He says [18] that for us, non-duality is the
highest truth, while duality is said to be the product of that non-duality.
Whereas for the dualists ,there is duality as the highest truth, as well as in
appearance. So, since we also accept the appearance of duality, this
teaching of non-difference does not conflict with the dualists.
Gauc.-Japada then puts forward his own position regarding creation:
This unborn [non-dual, turiya-atman]
becomes different just through maya, not
otherwise. For if it is altered in reality, the
immortal would become mortal. [3.19]
The disputants consider that an unborn thing
takes birth. How, indeed, will an unborn
[and thereby] immortal thing become mortal?
[3.20. 4.6]
The immortal does not become mortal, nor
does the mortal become immortal. In no way
will an intrinsic nature change. [3.21, 4.7]

consequence of accepting that an intrinsic nature can alter, because in the
very process of becoming "A-B" an initial change has occurred, and
further change, leading to destruction, cannot logically be ruled out.
Gaw;lapada says that if you first accept that something is immortal, and
then you also accept that it changes, that thing would necessarily become
mortal, i.e., impermanent. If the unborn Brahman really becomes the
world, then Brahman would have undergone alteration in the process, and
it could not be changeless and immortal. Gauc.-Japada's view is especially
expressed in karika 19: the unborn turiya (Brahman-Atman) appears in
the form of the world just because of maya, for if it actually undergoes
alteration the immortal would become impermanent.
Gauc,lapada now takes up, in the light of the Upani~ad texts, this issue
about the reality of the origination of the world. He firstly says [23] that
the sruti seems equivocal about whether creation is an ultimately real fact
(bhfJtata~1) or not. 71 He says that we should only accept what is (a)
ascertained to be the true meaning of the .fruti, and (b) which proves to be
reasonable. Taking up the first point, he cites [24] two .sruti texts:
"there is no difference whatsoever in it [in Brahman]" and "Indra [becomes
manifold] through wondrous powers (mayiibhiM ", and he also refers
obliquely to a third .fruti text, the Puru~asfJkta of the Taittiriyara!Jyaka, in
his conclusion that the Atman, "while remaining unborn", is born "in
various ways" due to maya. 72 There are [25] other sruti texts too which
deny real creation, such as the denial of "corning into being" (sambhiJti)
in the Isa Upaniz;ad, and the statement in the Brhadiiral}yaka which denie:;
a cause for the origination of the jiva: "who indeed would produce
him?".73 Furthem10re, he says [26] that in the Brhadaral}yaka the passage:
"This [Self] is 'not this, not this'" denies everything that had been
previously stated. The Upani~ad proceeds in this way because the Self is
not an object, and by teaching in this manner the unborn Self (aja) is
revealed. 74
He then takes up the second point, namely that the meaning of the
.sruti must also be reasonable. To this end he presents the following two
verses:

a

If someone is of the view that an intrinsically
immortal thing can become mortal, how can
he continue to maintain that this artificially
immortal thing will remain changeless?
[3.22, 4.8]
We shall discuss some of these verses in the following chapter when we
look at the relation between Gauc.-Japada and Nagarjuna. Such verses as
the above are just a further articulation of Gaw;lapada's fundamental
reasoning. If a thing can be defined as having an .intrinsic nature
(svabhava) "A", and if that thing undergoes an actual alteration, then it is
no longer identical to itself as "A", for it has altered to become, say, "AB". But in becoming "A-B" and in abandoning its intrinsic nature as "A"
the very idea of an intrinsic nature is nullified. Impermanence is the
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The birth of what exists (sat) is reasonable
(yujyate) only through maya, not in reality.
If someone thinks that what exists is born in

The Method ofEarly Advaita Vedanta

reality, he would have to accept that what is
born is born! [3.27]
The birth of what does not exist (as at) is
certainly not reasonable- whether it is
through maya or in reality. The son of a
barren woman is not born in reality, nor even
through mi'iyi'i. [3.28]
'!hese verses utilise the principle of logical contradiction employed by
the Madhyamaka. If something already exists, it cannot be said to come
into being, for the simple reason that it exists. Conversely, if
something is totally fictitious, like the son of a woman who has ncvei:given birth, there is no way that such a product of the imagination could
even appear. As Brahman already exists, how could Brahman be said to
"take birth" as the world except by mi'iyi'i? Therefore the expressions in
the Upani~ads which speak of Brahman becoming "born" as the world,
such as when the Taittiriya and the Chlindogya Upani~ads say: "I shall
become many. I shall be born" (bahu syam prajayeya), must be seen as
speaking at the level of may ii. 75 Karika 27 essentially repeats a
Madhyamaka argument, as we can see it in the Madhyamakaklirikii, where
Nagarjuna upholds that it is not logically tenable to speak of the
origination of something that already exists. Nagarjuna says, for
example, while restating a previously argued position:
The origination of what exists (sat) as well as
the origination of what does not exist (asat)
[are both] not reasonable (na yujyate). [MK
7.20, first line]
And Candrakirti remarks on another occasion when this is discussed: "the
supposition of a cause for something that already exists, i.e., for what
has already been 'born' (labdhajanma), is futile."76 Gaugapada's pun on
the word "born": "he would have to accept that what is born ljiitam) is
born ljayatc)" is presumably also derived from a Madhyamaka text,
possibly the Catul;fataka of Ayadeva, the disciple of Nagarjuna, as
Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya points out that Ayadeva also used such a
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pun on the word "birth" .n Candrakirti too, in his Madhyamakiivatara,
quoted in the Prasannapada, has used the same type of expression. 78 So
we can see that Gam,lapada is here drawing upon an argument used by the
Madhyamaka. He does so when it suits his purpose, and that is to argue
that Brahman cannot really have "taken birth" as the world.
At this point we will leave the remainder of the third prakaraIJa in
order to follow other arguments raised by Gauqapada in the fourth
prakaraIJa . The two verses that follow those just cited are mentioned in
almost identical form in the fourth prakaraIJa and we shall refer to them in
the next chapter. The remaining eighteen karikas, which have to do with
sadhana, will be discussed in chapter three.

(4) The Alatasii.ntiprakaral }a
In chapter four, from karikas three to five, Gauqapada refers to the
doctrine of origination espoused by the followers of Sankhya and the
followers of Nyaya-Vaise~ika. He says their teachings are mutually
contradictory, and this contradiction only serves to demonstrate that their
attempt to uphold real origination is fraught with difficulty:
Some disputants [followers of Sankhya]
consider that there is the origination of a
thing that already exists. Other intelligent
people [the Vaise1?ikas] maintain there is
origination of what is non-existent - thus do
they carry on a dispute with one another.
[4.3]
The followers of Sankhya uphold the doctrine of the "origination of the
existent effect" (satkaryavada). Their view is that the material cause
contains the effect as a potentiality. The clay, for example, is the
material cause of the clay pot which is the effect (kiirya) . The effect
exists in the clay in a potential condition, and due to the operation of
instrumental factors like the potter's wheel, the clay transforms into the
pot. Th!! effect is nothing in addition to what was already potential
within the material cause.79 The material cause and the effect are the one
substance, but the effect is nonetheless considered to be a real entity in
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its own right. In regard to the origination of the world, the followers of
Sankhya believe that the material cause (prakrti) of the world is uncreated
and the entire material creation exists potentially within prakrti and then
becomes manifest through the transformation of prakrti.
The followers of Nyaya-Vaise~ika uphold the doctrine called
asatkiiryavada, the doctrine of the "origination of the non-existent effect".
They have the opposite view to Saiikhya, for they maintain that the effect
is an entirely new production in its material cause. In the making of the
clay pot, the pot did not come out of the clay, as the Sankhya would
argue, but the pot is an entirely new creation that comes to inhere in the
clay :hroug~ a special relation called "inherence" (samaviiya). According
~o this doctrine, the pot and the clay are two different things, each having
its own essence. The pot inheres in the clay through this relation called
"inhere~ce". The doctrine of asatkaryaviida amounts to accepting that
somethrng comes from nothing, because from where did the pot come if
the pot is a substance in its own right, distinct from the substance of the
clay? The Saiikhya and the Nyaya-Vaifo~ika thus have opposing views
about the relation of the effect to its material cause, but they both believe
there is a real production and that the effect is a real entity.
Disputing in this way: "nothing that is
already existent originates!'', "nothing noncxistent can ever originate!", those dualists
serve to proclaim non-origination !so [4.4]
We applaud the n_on-origination that they
proclaim. We do not dispute with them.
Now listen to what is beyond dispute. (4.5]
He then tells what is beyond dispute. In the next three verses he restates
what he had said earlier, namely the idea: "In no way will an intrinsic
~ature change" (4.7, 3.21]. 81 If the material cause of the Sankhya is
mherently uncreated and eternal, how could it enter into a real process of
bec.oming, with the consequence of impermanen ce, and yet still be
believed to be eternal? Gauc,lapada then puns on the meaning of the word
prakrti, which in Sankhya philosophy has the specific meaning of the
original material cause of the world; but the word prakrti also has the
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general meaning of a "natural condition'', i.e., an "intrinsic nature". He
says:
Prakrti is to be known as that which is selfexistent, inherent, natural, not artificial, and
which does not abandon its own nature.82
[4.9]
Gauc.lapada continues his critique of satkaryavada up to karika twentythrce. In karika eleven he calls into question the Sankhya conception of
prakrti as "unborn". According to Saiikhya, prakrti, the material cause, is
"unborn", by which they mean it is without origin. But even if that is
so, Gauc.lapada says that the Sankhya cannot legitimately call prakrti as
"unborn" once it has become the effect. He says if the Sankhya hold that
the material cause has become the effect, it would amount to saying that
the material cause is born as the effect. But if the material cause is born
as the effect, how could it be called "unborn"? And when it has
undergone such an alteration, how could it be eternal? In the next verse
he shows that there is an unacceptable outcome for the Saiikhya in which
ever way the Saiikhya wishes to state their view. If the Sankhya maintain
that the effect is not other than (i.e. not separate from) the material cause
(the unborn prakrti), Gauc.lapada says the consequence is that the effect too
is unborn! If the Sankhya state their doctrine the other way, that the
material cause is not other than the effect that originates, then Gauc,lapada
asks (like in ve:rse eleven), how could the followers of Sankhya hold the ·
view that the cause is eternal?
In the next karika he says:
He who accepts that [the effect] originates
from the unborn [material cause] is not able
to give an example. And an infinite regress
would result [if you accept that the effect]
originates from [a cause] that is born. [4.13]
The follower of Sankhya can provide no illustration of an unoriginated
material cause giving rise to an effect. If, however, it is said that an
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effect arises from a material cause that is itself a product, then an infinite
regress would result.
The follower of Sankhya, wishing to avoid the two defects just
mentioned, might take refuge in the argument that cause and effect
constitute a beginningless (anadi) series, like the seed and the sprout. If
cause and effect are begirtningless there is no need to discuss the first
cause and this would obviate the objections raised in verse thirteen.
Gam;lapada's response is to question this defence of "beginninglessness".
He says:
There are those who say that the effect is the
origin of the cause and the cause is the origin
of the effect. How can they say that the ·
cause and the effect are without a beginning?
[4.14]
Gau<.Iapada takes the opponent to task over the inappropriate use of the
word "beginningless". He says that the opponent is not correct to call a
series "beginningless" when the opponent himself acknowledges a
beginning. For when the opponent accepts that each individual seed and.
sprout has a beginning, he is not then justified to call the whole series
"beginningless". Gauqapada next says [15] there can be no
"beginningless" relation of cause and effect between the binary members
of a series, because that would result in mutual dependence: the cause
would produce an effect which, in its turn, would produce its own cause,
and "birth would be like the birth of the father from his son!".83
If the opponent wishes to maintain that there is a "beginningless"
relation of cause and effect between the members of a series, Gau<.Japada
says [ 16] that the ()pponent needs to specify the order as to which is the
cause and which is the effect between the individual members of the
series. If the opponent says that caul?e and effect arise simultaneously,
Gau<.Japada replies that in that case there would be no connection at all
between cause and effect, and he says there would be as much relationship
between cause and effect as there is between the two horns of a cow! V.
Bhattacharya points out three propositions regarding the order of cause and
effect: (i) the cause produces the effect; (ii) the effect produces its cause;
and (iii) the cause and its effect mutually produce each other. 84
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Gau<.Japada argues [17] that (ii) is by definition untenable. Regarding (iii)
he says:
If the cause comes into being from the effect
and the effect comes into being from the
cause, which of the two is produced earlier,
depending on which, [the other one] can come
into being? [4.18]

As before [in 15], he argues that cause and effect cannot be established
between the binary members of a series, on account of their
interdependence. Bhattacharya shows that Gau<.Japada is here drawing
upon an argument of Nagarjuna. 85 In fact, Gaw;lapada does not conceal
his borrowing, he often provides us with a literary clue about his sources
by citing words from the original. But it is important to note, as we
will see in more detail later, that Gau<.Japada takes only as much of the
Buddhist argument as suits his purpose, and the fact that he finds
inspiration in some of the works of the Mahayana does not mean that he
is committed either to the premises or to the overall philosophical
view(s) of the Mahayana.
If there is a beginningless series, then the logical position is (i) the
cause produces the effect. But Gau<.Japada says, in a difficult verse [19],
that the cause has no capability (a§akti) to give rise either to an effect that
exists prior to its origination (satklirya), or to an effect that does not exist
prior to its production (asatklirya) .86 Nor is it possible to determine, in a
beginningless series, which actually is the cause and which is the effect
and such an inaqility leads to a violation of the order of cause and effect.
However, the opponent could well reply that Gau<.Japada is merely
exhibiting his (borrowed) sophistry, for we all know that the seed and the
sprout provide an example of a beginningless series. Gau<.Japada replies to
this possible objection, by saying [20] that the illustration of the seed
and the sprout cannot be used as an example of a beginningless series,
because we do not know whether the relation between seed and sprout is
in fact beginningless. Gauc;Iapada's criticism of the illustration of seed and
sprout would presumably put him at odds with Sankara. For Sankara has
· used this illustration in his Brahmasiitrabhli~ya when he attempts to avoid
accepting a mutually dependent relation between the performance of karma
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and the production of a physical body: for there is no possibility of
having a rhysical body without first producing karma, but there can be no
production of karma without first having a physical body. Sankara says
such faults do not arise since there is the logical possibility of accepting
that creation is beginningless, on the analogy of the seed and spout. 87
This contradiction between Gauc;lapada and Sankara can be reconciled, if we
bear in mind that Gauc;lapada is seeking to establish what to him is the
"ultimate truth" (paramlirthata), namely that no world can really originate
from the unborn Brahman, while Sankara is following the argument put
forward by the author of the Brahmasutra. Sankara, as we shall see, does
not deny this view of Gauc;lapada, but his commentarial works are for the
most part written at the level of transactional life (vyavahara), and his
discussions are largely defined by the issues in the texts upon which he
comments.
Gauc;!apada concludes this discussion with the following two verses.
The first verse refers to the teachings of the Sailkhya and the Vaise~ika:
No thing is born either from itself, or from
something else. Whether [the effect is said to
be] existent [in the material cause], nonexistent [in the material cause], or both
existent and non-existent [in the material
cause] - nothing whatsoever is born. 8 8
[4.221
An effect cannot arise out of itself. If the effect already exists within its
material cause then it amounts to saying that the effect is born from
itself. If the effect is different from the material cause, then anything
could originate from anything. In the sewnd sentence he says that all
explanations of how a real effect arises out of its material cause are
flawed. There are difficulties with the explanation of satkiiryavada, that
the effect is unmanifest in its cause, and there are even greater difficulties
with the asatkliryavada, that the effect is an entirely new creation. If both
these explanations are defective, a composite explanation, that the effect
is both existent and non-existent in its material ca~e. will not shed more
light on the situation. Therefore the doctrines of the Sankhya and the
Vaise~ika cannot explain how a real effect can arise from the material
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cause. This argument, as noted by Bhattacharya and others, is also stated
by Nagarjuna in nearly the same way:
An existing thing does not arise from itself,
nor from something else, nor from both.
How then does it arise? 89 [MK 21.13]
Lastly, Gauc;!apada says about this defence of "beginninglessness":
Neither a cause nor an effect arise from what
is inherently beginningless. That which has
no beginning, is beginningless. [4.23]
In 4.14 Gauc;lapada took the opponent to task over the inappropriate use
of the word "beginningless". In the above karika he specifies what the
word "beginningless" should mean: it means that which is without any
origin. The word "beginningless" should not be allowed to abandon this
literal meaning and acquire instead the meaning that something does have
an origin, but that origin is indeterminate.. Gam;lapada's own position
was stated earlier, in the second prakaraIJa,' in verses thirty-one and thirtytwo, as well as in the third prakaraIJa, in verse nineteen. These verses
have been cited above.
Having dismissed the satkliryavada and the asatkliryavada with help
from the Madhyamaka, Gau<;lapada now takes up Buddhist thought for
discussion. He introduces the Yogacara, and then raises an objection
against it in order to present his own view. It seems that in verse twentyfour he presents the Yogacara position: we have to admit the empirical
existence of the "other-dependent nature" (paratantrasvabhava), i.e., that
there exists a dependently originated (pratftyasamutpanna) flow of
consciousness, otherwise we cannot account satisfactorily for our vari9us
dualistic experiences, as well as for the existence of mental defilements
such as passion, hatred and delusion etc. The verse reads:
A conventional designation has an objective
cause, otherwise there would be the
disappearance of duality. And as there is the
experience of defilements, the exist_ence of the
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"other-dependent" (paratantra) has to be
accepted. [4. 24]

A "conventional designation" (prajiiapti), that "this is such and such",
requires an objective cause (nimitta). A conventional designation, as for
instance the word "tree", must have an objective cause, i.e., there should
be some sense-data because of which we have the conventional
designation "t~is is a tree". If there was no objective basis for our
conceptions then there would be no duality, but as there is the experience
of the duality of the perceiver and the perceived, some objective basis
must exist. It is also a fact that we experience mental defilements such
as passion and hatred etc., and these must have a cause. Hence the
Yogacara says that a dependently originated flow of consciousness does
exist.
The teaching of the Yogacara has a different orientation from the'
Madhyamaka. According to the Madhyamaka, existential statements
referring to an object, such as X "is", or X "is not", are characteristic of
the two extreme doctrines of eternalism (.~afratavada) and annihilation
(ucchcdavada), both of which the Buddha avoided. The "middle path",
according to the Madhyamaka, lies between the two extremes of "is" or
"is not", of absolute being or absolute non-being. The Madhyamaka
views everything as originating in dependence upon something else, and
as a consequence, everything lacks an intrinsic nature of its own. The
existence that anything has is due only to its relation to something else
upon which it depends: like left exists only in relation to right and vice
versa. As all things are dependently originated, all things are necessarily
empty of having any inherent nature (svabhiivasilnya) of their own, and so
it is illegitimate to use the language of eternalism, to say that a thing has
real and independent being, i.e., it "is", when it acquires its existence only
through a relation of dependence upon something else. When the
applicability of characterising a thing as "is" is found inadmissible, the
applicability of "is not" is automatically denied, for once something
cannot be characterised by "is", how could it be characterised at some later
time by "is not"? According to the Madhyamaka, both being and nonbeing are relational terms.
The Yogacara has a somewhat different perspective from that of the
Madhyamaka and they do not try to deconstruct the concept of "being" in
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the same way as the Madhyamaka. We shall try to elucidate their general
perspective at the beginning of the following chapter, but suffice to say
here that the Yogacara were prepared to say that things exist, though not
in the way that ignorant people imagine them to exist! According to the
Yogacara, the dependently originated flow of consciousness really exists,
but the duality of subject and object does not really exist in that
dependently originated flow of consciousness. 90 The later followers of the
Madhyamaka, Bhavaviveka and Candrakirti, considered that the Yogacara
had hypostatised the concept of an "other-dependent" (paratantra) nature
and criticised the Yogacara doctrines accordingly .91
Christian Lindtner has shown that Gau<)apadakarika 4.24 is almost
identical to a verse cited by Bhavaviveka (c.490-570) in his
Madhyamakahrdaya-Karika, where in chapter five he discusses the
Yogacara.92 Richard King, following upon Lindtner's observations, has
argued that since Bhavaviveka in his Madhyamakahrdaya-Karika appears
to have cited Gau{lapadakarika 3. 5 almost verbatim [supra], as well as
referred to GaU<;lapadakarika 3.2 (also 3.38) in his expression ajatisamata
[supra], it is likely that in these instances Bhavaviveka is citing the
Gau<)apadakarika. But in 4. 24 the situation is reversed, for Garn;iapada
seems to be citing Bhavaviveka's Madhyamakahrdaya-Karika, and so the
possibility exists that the Gau<;lapadakarika is a work of multiple
authorship. King suggests that as the chapters of the Gau<)apadakarika
(he refers to chapters 11, 111 and IV) clearly uphold the same general
philosophical position, the Gau<;lapadakarika probably originated among
the members of the same, pre-Sarikara, Advaita school, possibly
established in Bengal. 93 This is a plausible interpretation. However, the
possibility also exists that both GaU<;lapada and Bhavaviveka are quoting
from a common source, or perhaps the verse in question was present in
more than one work. There is the possibility of a common source, for
Lindtner says that Bhavaviveka probably quoted this verse from .a
voluminous Yogacara work that he used as a resource for his knowledge
of the Y ogacara; this text is ascribed to Asariga, but is now extant only in
a Chinese version (c. 310-390). 94 Although Lindtner finds it unlikely
that Gaw;iapada would be using such a work, the possibility nonetheless
remains, as does the possibility that this verse appeared in other Yogacara
literature. I think that given the considerable interrelationship among the
four chapters of the Gau<;lapadakarika, as I pointed out earlier, and given
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the still tentative nature of the hypothesis of multiple authorship, we are
entitled to assume a single authorship for the entire Gaucjapiidakarikli until
more conclusive evidence becomes available.
Jn the next klirikli Gam;lapada replies to the Yogliclira view put forward
in klirikli 24, and in the following two kliriklis he gives his reason for
rejecting it. He says:
From a logical point of view it is accepted
that a conventi onal designati on has an
objective cause. But in fact, it is maintained
that the objective cause (nimitta) is no cause
(nimitta). [4.25]
Consciousness does not come into contact
with an object, nor with the appearance of an
object. For the object does not exist, and the
appearance of the object is not separate from
that [object]. [4.26]
At no time does consciousness come into
contact with an objective cause. How will
consciou sness have a causeles s 'error
(viparyiisa)? [4.27]
He asks the follower of Yogliclira to explain how the error of an
externally existing world could ever arise in consciousness, given that,
according to the Yogliclira, there is no external object to consciousness.
In the Yogliclira works of Asailga (c.310-390) and Vas~bandhu (c.320400) the concept of a "store-consciousness" (lilayavijnlina) bec~~e an
established doctrine. The alayavijnlina is the basic causal cond1t10n of
the other seven types of consciousness (i.e. the five sense perceptions,
non-sensory cognition or manovijn lina, and the subtle f~eling o~ "I"
called klistama nas). Alayavijn lina consists of the 1mpress10ns
(vlisana), o.r. "seeds" (bija), of all past experience, and the maturation of
those seeds is what accounts for all experience. The seeds of each
individual alayavijni'ina evolve into the dependently originated flow of
consciousness which then erroneously bifurcates into a subject (grlihaka)
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over against an object (grlihya). Thus the subject of experience, as well
as the world experienced in space and time, are both the outcome of the
evolution of the seeds of the lilayavijnlina. 95 Though GauQaplida does
not use the term iilayavijnlina, we can assume that it is implicit in h!s
argument because kariklis twenty-fi ve to twenty-seven are easily
explainable given the context of the Yogliclira teaching of lilayavijniina.
In klirikli twenty~five Gam;laplida plays upon two meanings of the
word "cause" (nimitta). In the first sentence, he says that according to the
Yogaclir a the depende ntly originate d flow of consciou sness
(paratantrasvabhava) is the objective cause (nimitta) for the error of
imputed subject-object duality. In the second sentence, he says that this
objective cause (nimittas ya) is no cause (animitta tvam). In this last
usage, where he says "no cause", he puns, referring both to the technical
Yogaclira meaning and to its common understanding of cause in a general
sense. He says that since your nimitta, in the Yogliclira sense ,of an
objective cause, i.e., sense-objects, does not exist, it cannot be considered
to be a cause (nimitta) for error. He explains this point in klirikli twentysix when he says that "consciousness does not come into contact with an
object" (cittam artham na samspr.fati), and he shows in the following
karikli that he understands artha and the Yogliclira usage of nimitta to
mean the same thing when he says: "At no time does consciousness come
into contact with an objective cause" (cittam nimittam na samsppfati). In
the second sentence of this klirikli he uses the word nimitta in the same
double entendre as he did in karika twenty-five, and he says: "How will
consciousness have a causeless error?" GauQaplida here seems to be
saying that the Yogacara cannot explain how error can arise in
consciousness given that, according to the Yoglicara, there is nothing
external to consciousness about which there could be an error. There can
be an error about something (X) which is erroneously taken as something
else (Y), but if there is no objective cause then there is no cause for an
error to arise in consciousness.
It is well known that Buddhism is essentially a teaching about
condition s and causes and that the idea of causality is implicit in
Buddhism from its earliest recorded teachings. 96 The central conception of
Buddhism, "dependent origination" (pratityasamutplida), provides the link
between the first noble truth, that of the universality of suffering, and the
second noble truth as to how suffering arises. We read how the famous
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Buddhist monk, Sariputra, initially became a follower of the Buddha
when, upon inquiring about the content of the Buddha's teaching, he was
told: "The Tathagata has explained the origin of those things which
proceed from a cause. Their cessation too he has explained. This is the
doctrine of the great SramaQa." 97 From this we can sec that a central
concern of Buddhist thought is causality, or "conditionality", i.e., things
arise in a state of dependence upon causes and conditions (hetu-pratyaya)
and cease upon the cessation of those causal factors. It is this idea of
causality that Gauc;lapada is targeting in his criticism of the Yogacara.
The Yogacara teaching is situated within the Buddhist framework of
causal operations, but according to GaU<~apada the causal model of the
Yoglicara does not work, for the Yogacara cannot satisfactorily explain
how the error of an unreal subject-object dichotomy, leading to the
perception of an external world, can actually arise in the non-dual flow of
consciousness without an object.
Since the causality of the Yogacara is flawed, GaU<;lapada says the
·truth of the matter is that consciousness does not actually arise, though it
seems to do so. ,
Therefore, consciousness is not born. The
object of consciousness is not born. Those
[followers of Yogacara] who perceive the
origination of consciousness, see the
footprints [of birds] in the sky! [4.28]
He says that [29] since consciousness is actually unborn, non-origination
is its natural state, and he once again repeats the principle, also used by
Nagarjuna: "In no way wiJJ an intrinsic nature change" .98 He then says
[30] that the Yogacara cannot take refuge in the defence of the
beginninglessness of sarhsara, becaus.e it cannot be demonstrated how a
beginningless sarhsara can come to an end, and even if that can be
shown, the consequence would be that liberation is impermanent, since
liberation would have a beginning.
In the next six karikas, Gauc;lapada reiterates many of the statements
that he had presented at the beginning of the second prakaral)a. He repeats
verbatim [31] the earlier karika [2.6], the first line of which contains his
reason (hetu) for the mithyatva of the wakin~ world: "what does not exist
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at the beginning and at the end, likewise [does not exist] even in the
present. The things that are appearing are equivalent to unreal things,
[yet] they are looked upon as though they are real." He then cites [32] the
same objection that he had presented earlier [2. 7] against the validity of
this inference and the use of the illustration of dream. The following four
karikas argue that dream is unreal and the arguments are substantially
identical to those given earlier in 2.1-3. 99 The jumbled fashion in which
these arguments are presented here in chapter four has congruity only if
they are seen to be serving as a reminder of what had already been argued
at the beginning of chapter two. If the fourth chapter is an entirely
independent treatise, this sequence of verses would hardly make sense.
In the last of these six karikas [36 J, Gauc;laplida briefly argues,
through analogy with dream, that just as the things seen in dream are
unreal, so too "every object of consciousness is unreal". The expression
that he uses here, sarvarh cittadrsyam avastukam, is reminiscent of the
Larikavatarasulra, where the expression cittadrsya regularly occurs.100
There are obvious external similarities between the teachings of
Gauc;lapada and those found in the Larikavatarasiitra, but it should not be
thought that they are identical teachings; the resemblance is somewhat
superficial, for the Vedanta and Buddhist teachings of "non-origination"
are governed by a very different internal logic. 101 This has already been
indicated, and we hope to make the distinction· clearer in the following
chapter.
When Gau~aplida says (361 that just as dream objects are found to be
unreal, so too "every object of consciousness is unreal", he is arguing
that the experience of objects in the waking world is ontologically
equivalent to the experience of objects in the dream world. He now raises
an objection against this view:
Because the apprehension [in dream] is like
that of the waking state, dream is considered
to be caused by the waking state. Since
dream just has the waking state as its cause,
the waking state is considered to be real.' 02
[4.37]
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The objector says that the similarity between dream objects and waking
objects, in so far as both are equally objects of consciousness, does not
prove that the waking world is unreal. The objects seen in dream arc
invariably based upon the data given in the waking world; so although
dream is unreal, it has the real waking state as its cause. Gauqapada
replies to this objection by saying that even if dream has the waking
state as its cause, it does not follow that the waking. state is real. He
says [39] 103 that when something unreal is experienced in the waking
state, a person may, on account of that experience leaving a strong
impression in the mind, see that unreal object in dream. However, when
something unreal is seen in dream, the person does not find it in the
waking state. For example, in the waking world we can watch some
gruesome horror movie, which is something unreal, and then have
nightmares about it in dream, but upon waking we do not see any of
those frightening things. Here, Gauqapada accepts the empirical evidence
that the waking state exerts a causal influence on dream, but he is also
saying that since we can experience unreal things from the waking state
during dream, we.cannot therefore conclude that our dream experience is
based upon a real waking experience. Gauqapada's view is that waking
and dream are both ontologically unreal (though, as we have pointed out
earlier, he also accepts a practical distinction between the two states).
Gam;iapada further answers this objection by denying the logical
possibility of a real causal relation between waking and dream. He says
[38] that it has already been argued that everything is unborn because we
have not been able to establish how a real origination takes place [from
Brahman]. Then, referring to the situation under discussion, concerning
Jbe objection about the unreal dream world having its cause in the reai
· waking world, he says that there can be no origination of what is unreal
from what is real. Taking the help of the logic of Nagarjuna, Gauqapada
says:
(a) A non-existent (asat) [effect] does not arise
from a non-existent cause. (b) Nor does an
existent [effect] arise from a non-existent
cause. (c) And an existent [effect] does not
arise from an existent cause. (d) How can a
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non-existent [effect] arise from an existent
cause? [4.40]
A similar verse of Nagarjuna reads:
(c) An existing thing docs not arise from
what exists. (b) An existing thing does not
arise from what does not exist (abhava). (a)
What does not exist does not arise from what
does not exist. (d) What does not exist docs
not arise from what does exist. [MK
21.12]104
We ~ay note here that GaU<;iapada seems to be using the word asat
differently in karika 39 and 40. In the fonner karika, asatmeans "unreal"
(mithyii), i.e., something that appears, but is "not truly existing",
whereas in karika 40 he uses it in the sense of complete non-existence,
following the sense of the word abhava in the above verse of Nagarjuna.
What Gau(,iapada says in this karika is that (a) a non-existent effect does
not arise from a non-existent material cause because neither exist and so
there can be no question of a cause-effect relation. (b) A real effect
cannot arise from a non-existent material cause for the simple reason that
the latter does not exist. (c) A real effect does not arise from a real
material cause for the reason that it cannot be determined how the real
effect could originate according to either the explanation of satkaryavlida,
where the effect is somehow already implicit in the cause, or the
explanation of asatkaryavada according to which the effect is an entirely
new creation which was previously non-existent in the cause. (d) [refers
to the point under discussion, i.e., the unreal (asat) - and ultimately noncxistent (asat) - dream world cannot arise from the real waking world] Nor
can a non-existent effect arise from a real material cause, for something
real should give rise to something of the sam(; type, i.e., real, but not to
something that is of a different order of reality to itself. Candrakirti
remarks in this. context that non-existence is opposed to existence, so
how could non-existence arise from existence? If it could arise, then
darkness could arise from light!1° 5 Taking the support of the
Madhyamaka critique of causal relations that are predicated upon ideas of

(tj

A Running Commentary upon Gaurjapada's Kii.rikas

The Method ofEarly Advaita Vedanta

being and non-being, Gau\}apada uses this argument just to refute the
proposition that the unreal dream world can arise from a real waking
world.
Gau\fapada then argues, in verses forty-two through forty-four, that
the teaching of "non-origination" (ajativlida) is not contradicted by the
perception of duality. He says (42] that the wise people teach a doctrine
of origination to people who believe that objects are real because they
perceive the objects and because of the ordinary dealings of transactional
life. Gam;iapada says that such people are deceived by perception into
concluding that the world is real, and then he says [44] that just as
something conjured up by magic, such as a phantom elephant
(mayahasti), could appear to be real and may even function as if it were
real, so too the world of existing things appears to be real according to
our perception and our ordinary dealings, though it is as unreal as a
magical creation. 106 Here, Gau\fapada makes it clear that non-duality does
not mean the absence of perceptual duality, but it is the knowledge that
this empirically presented duality is unreal in an absolute sense. We may
recall what he said earlier, in a memorable v,erse: "Like a dream and a
magic are seen, and just as a mirage city is seen in the sky, so is this
universe seen by those who are well-versed in the Vedanta [i.e.
Upani~ads]." [2.31]. Ultimately (paramarthataf:i), according to Vedanta,
there are not two realities: Brahman existing over and against a real
universe. In the final analysis, the universe is an appearance (miiyayii) of
Brahman; it is an appearance in and of pure Awareness itself, and since
the real and its appearance do not constitute two realities, the truth is
therefore non-duality (advaita). There is more to be said on this topic, and
we shall take it up for further discussion in chapter four.
In the remaining sixty verses of the fourth chapter
(aliitasantiprakaral)a) the language and arguments of Gau\fapada are redolent
with the vocabulary and thought of the Mahayana. We will see more of
this portion in the following chapter, when we discuss the question of the
influence of Buddhist thought on Gauc)apada.
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Andrew Fort says that according to Gau<;lapada and Sankara the
turiya is considered to be the invariable basis of the three states;
whereas in some of the Yoga Upani~ads, and such texts as the
Yogavasi.Hha, the turiya is not so much thought of as an
invariable substratum, but as something to be gained through the
cultivation of an exalted state of meditation. This difference in
understanding the nature of turiya is reflected in present day
teachings about turlya. Cf. Andrew 0. Fort, The Self and Its
States. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990, chapters VI and VII.
Andrew Fort further differentiates the type of Advaita taught by
Sankara from the "Yogic Advaita" of such texts as the
Yogavasi$tha and the Jivanmuktiviveka in a useful discussion in
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BSBh 1.3.42, p.288, line 8f., prajiia]J

20

The commentary ascribed to Sankara takes viparyiisa to refer to
the non apprehension and misapprehension. It understands
"tayo]J" to refer to the three states: the waker and dreamer making
a single group in that they both have misapprehension in
common, and the sleeper making up the second group.
Anandagiri says: "How can the dual "tayo]J" refer to the three,
the waker etc? He [Sankara] says that the waker and dreamer
constitute one group and the sleeper makes a second group, hence
the dual case in the verse is not contradicted." Upani$adbhli$yam
(vol 1) p.243. This explanation of tayo]J is quite acceptable in
terms of the overall meaning, but I hesitate to see why the dual
tayo]J should be understood to refer to the three states in the
absence of Gau\iapiida giving some indication for us to understand
the dual case in that way.

21

Though Gau\iapiida does not use the word "Ignorance" (avidyii)
here, these passages can be seen to contain the foundation for the
teaching that developed in' later Advaita, that avidyii or miiyii is a
twofold power which both conceals (iivaral)a) the real and projects
(vik$epa) the unreal.

22

Sankara says that attaining means, "as he does not see the twofold
bondage there [in the turiyiitman], he has certain knowledge of the
turlya. MiiUBh 1.15, p.190, line 6f., (tr.) p.216f.

23

This kiirikii is cited by Sankara in BSBh 2.1.9. It is clearly
evident from the context that the verse can only refer to the turiya
even though that word is not mentioned.

24

Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, The Agamasiistra of Gauqapiida.
Delhi: Motil al Banarsidass, 1989 (1 st ed. 1943), p. Ii.

25

Ibid., p.lvii. Against this view, Karmarkar argued that the four
books are inter-related and constitute a "single and complete

parame§vara]J,
sarvajnatvalak$al)ayii prajiiayii nityam aviyogiit. (tr) p. 240.

Also, line 11. Also 1.3.43, p.289f., (tr) p.242. Also, cf. J.
Gonda, "The !Svara Idea", in his Change and Continuity in Indian
Religion. Delhi: Munshira~ Manoharlal, 1985, p.137.
14

The phrase prabhaviipyayau hi bhiitiiniim in MiiU 6 resembles the
statement in the Bhagavadgitii (11.2), bhaviipyayau hi bhiitiiniim.

15

BSBh 3.3.39, p.745, line 16f., (tr) p.717. Also, BSBh 2.1.14,
p.383, line 3f., (tr) p.335.

16

BSBh 2.1.14, p.382f., line 14f., (tr) p.334f.

e v am

paramiirthiivasthiiyiim sarvavyavahiiriibhiivam vadanti sarve.
... vyavahiiriivasthiiyiim tu-ukta]J srutau api§varadivyavahiira]J "e$a
sarve§vara e$a bhiitiidhipatir e$a bhiitapiila e$a setur vidharal)a
e$iiiiJ Jokiiniim asambhediiya" (BU 4.4.22) iti.
17

BUBh 4.2.4, p.859f., line 27f., "neti netyiitmiinam turiyam
pratipadyate". (tr) p.414.

18

Karmarkar, op.cit., p. 60f.

19

The word turya is used in the kiirikii, I have replaced it he~ and
in the following kiirikiis with the more familiar word t11riya, both
words mean "fourth". I also added the word "solely" for
emphasis.
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treatise propounding the Upani~adic philosophy". R.D.
Kannarkar (ed. and tr.), Gau<}apada-Karika. Poona. Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute, 1973 (I st ed. 1953 ), p. xli. My own
view is in agreement with Karmarkar. ·
26

The other argument that Bhattacharya puts forward (p.lv-lvi) in
favour of viewing the fourth prakaraIJa as an independent work is
that it contains invocatory verses (marigalacaraIJa) at the
beginning, as well as an invocatory verse at the conclusion, and
this seems to suggest that the fourth book is a separate work
from the other three. However, we can see in the verse portion of
the Upadefasahasri of Sankara that there is an invocatory verse at
the beginning of chapter one and there are also invocatory verses
at the beginning and at the end of chapters seventeen and eighteen.
So the presence of the marigalas/okas docs not preclude the
chapters forming a single work with a single authorship. It is
admitted that the verse chapters of the Upade.fasahasri are separate
treatises collected into a single work, but the prakaraIJas of the
Gau<;Iapadakarjka have a closer relationship with one another than
do the prakaral)as of the Upadefasahasri because, as was shown
above, there is considerable interrelationship among the verses
and consequently an interrelationship must exist among the ideas
as well. Richard King, in a recent article: "Early Advaita Vedanta
: The Date and Authorship of the Gau<}apadiyakarika", IndoIranian Journal, Vo! 38, No. 4, 1995, suggests that the
Gaucjapadiyakarikii is a composite work written by members of
the same, pre-Sankara, Advaita sa,mpradaya, possibly in Bengal.
He argues that this is so because the fourth prakaraIJa, while
related to the others, especially to the second and the third, is a
later composition than the others. His conclusion appears
reasonable on the evidence presented. But perhaps we are not yet
entitled to draw such a conclusion from evidence which is still
too tentative.
King places importance on the separate
marigalacaral)a in the fourth prakararya. But that proves nothing,
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as we have seen from its presence in the Upade§asahasri. More
importantly, King says that the Buddhist Bhavaviveka, who is
placed sometime in the sixth century CE, cites the fifth karika of
the AdvaitaprakaraIJa and showed considerable familiarity with
that prakaraIJa. King then points out that the twenty-fourth
karika of the AlatafantiprakaraIJa quotes a verse that is found in
Bhavaviveka's Madhyamakahr dayaklirika (V.6). In addition,
Gauc;lapada's refutation of the Yogacara teaching in the following
karika (4.25) is in agreement with the argument of Bhavaviveka.
King argues that since the fourth prakaralJa is likely to be quoting
Bhavavivcka, the fourth prakaraIJa is later that the third prakaraIJa
which Bhavaviveka himself cites. The weak point in the
argument is in demonstrating that Gauc;!apada is in fact quoting
from Bhavaviveka, since the verse in question is also found in a
work ascribed to Asanga, the Vikhylipana (King, ibid., p.339f.),
which is itself, according to H. Nakamura (Indian Buddhism: a
Survey with Bibliographical Notes. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1987, p.266f.) substantially based upon the Yogiicarabhilmi. It is
possible that Gauc;lapada did not depend upon Bhavaviveka as the
source for this verse. Christian Lindtner, on whose work King
relics for the tracing of karika twenty-four, says that: "I am,
however, far from suggesting that this observation in itself is
strong enough to make us assume that the GK is dependent upon
MHK" (Christian Lindtner, "Remarks on the Gaucjapad!ya-Karikas
(GK)", Inda-Iranian Journal, 28 (1985) p.275-279.). It would
seem that King is arguing more than what is warranted and he is
not justified in making this point a foundation upon which to
construct a sound hypothesis of chronology. Given that
Gaucjapada shows familiarity with the work of Maitrcya/Asanga,
in so far as karika seventy- five of the fourth prakaraIJa refers to
the first verse of the Madhyiintavibhiiga of Maitrcya/Asanga, it is
quite possible that Gauc;!apada cites the verse in question from a
source other than Bhavaviveka's Madhyamakahrdayakarikii. Thus
King's conclusion needs further evidence pefore it can be
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confidently accepted and while such evidence is lacking we shall
continue to maintain, given the considerable interrelationship
among the karikas, the single authorship of the entire
Gaucjapadakarika.
27

BU 4.4.20; 4.4.22, 24, 25. MU 2.1.2. KaU 1. 2.18; 2.2. l. BG
2.21; 4.6; 7.25; 10.3, 12.

28

The word "prapaiica ", which occurs in MaU 7 and 12, is used in
Vedanta in the sense of "phenomenal world", or just as "world".
In Buddhist literature the word prapanca has a somewhat different
sense and it is sometimes translated as "conceptual
differentiation", for it conveys more of the idea that the reality of
the world is something that is conceptually "constructed" by the
use of language.

29

The syntax of this karika is particularly difficult to determine.
Both Karmarkar and Bhattacharya have trouble here and
Bhattacharya op.cit., p. I 7f., chooses to amend the text without
manuscript support. I tentatively suggest the following anvaya:
yatha tatra svapne tatha jagarite (vaitathyam) smrtam.
antabsthanat tu bhcdanam sam vrtatvena, tasmat (svapnat)
(jagaritarh) bhidyate.
See the previous note. F. Whaling, "Sankara and Buddhism",
Journal of Indian Philosophy,. 1979, 7, p.24. S. Kaplan, "A
Critique of an Ontological Approach to Gam;lapada's MaQQlikya
Karikas", Journal of Indian Philosophy, 1983, 11, p.343f.
Richard King, Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism: The
Mahayana Context of the Gau(iapiida-karika. Albany: State Univ.
of New York Press, 1995, p.170.

Vetter's views are discussed in the article by King, op.cit., p.333.
31

"Unreal", in the sense that I am using the term, corresponds to
the meaning of asatya as explained by Paul Hacker in his article,
"The Theory of Degrees of Reality in Advaita Vedanta", in
Wilhelm Halbfass (ed.). Philology and Confrontation: Paul
Hacker on Traditional and Modern Vedanta. Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1995, p.139f.
31

Gam;iapada says: "since objects are within [the body] for the
reason that they arc enclosed." Sankara, too, says: "For chariots
and the like cannot find room within the enclosed space of the
body." BSBh 3.2.3. p.624, line 8.
Ibid., p.624, line 8f., (tr) p.591.

33

Ibid., p.625, line lf., (tr) p.591.
Ibid., p.626, line 6, ('tr) p.592.'

75

Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.19. Karrnarkar, op.cit., p.73. The author
of the Sanskrit commentary, whom we provisionally accept as
Sankara and this commentary as his first, understands karika six
to supply an additional reason. It seems that Sankara gives the
reason of drsyatva to explain the "prasiddhenaiva hetunii" in karika
five. This is unnecessary, for we should expect that Gaur,iapada,
having so carefully proved the unreality of dream, would not fail
to tell us the hetu for proving the unreality of the waking world.
And Gau<;lapada does give the hetu in karika six.
This presupposition is accepted by the Ad\'.aitins and by the
Madhyamika Buddhists. I do not think we need say that
Gau<;lapada learnt this from Nagarjuna, rather both were
articulating a commonly accepted idea.
BG 2. 16. Sankara defines satya and mithyii (anrta) on the basis
of changelessness and change, cf. TUBh 2.1., p.283, line 8f. (tr.)
p.291, "... a thing is said to be satya, true, when it does not
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change the nature that is ascertained to be its own; and a thing is
said to be unreal when it changes the nature that is ascertained to
be its own. Hence a mutable thing is unreal...".
40

41

See Hacker's clear exposition in, "The Theory of Degrees of
Reality in Advaita Vedania" in W. Halbfass (ed.), Philology and
Confrontation: Paul Hacker on Traditional and Modern Vedanta,
op.cit., p.137-145. On p. 143 he says: ".. .'indeterminable' is a
synonym of 'not truly existing'."
Ramanuja argued that if two cognitions have the same object,
but are found to contradict each other, then the cognition produced
by a valid means of knowledge will negate the erroneous
cognition and the object of the erroneous cognition can be
accepted as unreal, such as when the cognition of the rope negates
the cognition of the superimposed snake, which is then admitted
to be unreal. But when no such contradiction occurs between
cognitions there is no occasion for unreality. Change does not
involve a contradiction of cognitions and so, he says, the fact that
something is not eternal does not mean it is unreal. Cf. R.D.
Karmarkar (ed. and tr.), Sribhii$ya of Ramanuja, (Three Parts),
Poona: University of Poona Sanskrit and Prakrit Series Volume
1, 1959-64. Part 1, para 31, p.52f. Also, Michael Comans,
"Later Vedanta", B. Carr and I. Mahalingam (ed.), Companion
Encyclopedia of Asian Philosophy, London: Routledge, 1997,
p.219f.

42

V. Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.19, has again-chosen to amend the
text and he misunderstands the verse.

43

BS 1.4.23.

44

We also read in the BrhadiirmJyaka Upani~ad that: "There is no
other witness but This, no other hearer but This, no other thinker

77

but This, no other knower but This." BU 3.8.11, translation by
Swami Madhavananda. Also, cf. 3.7.23.
45

I read "bahiscitte" in the third pada, following Bhattacharya,
op.cit., p.23. Sankara understands "bahiscittafJ". The former
reading gives a more straightforward meaning.

46

MK 7 .34; 17 .33 and 23.8. Bhattacharya notes that the phrase
"dream and magic" (svapnamaya) can be found a number of times
in the Laiikavatarasutra. Bhattacharya, ibid, p.38. According to
A.K. Warder, the Laiikiivatiirasutra is a composite work. AK.
Warder; Indian Buddhism. DeJhi: Motilal Banarsidass: 1991 (2nd
ed.), p.433. H. Nakamura lists various opinions about the date of
composition of the Lankavatarasiltra but the consensus seems to
be that it was composed around 400 CE. Cf. H. Nakamura,
Indian Buddhism: a Survey with Bibliographical Notes. Delhi:
Motil al Banarsidass, 1987, p.231.

47

H. Nakamura places Nagarjuna c. 150-250 AD. Cf. Nakamura,
ibid, p.235. C. Lindtner also places him in the second or third
centuries AD. Christian Lindtner, "Nagarjuna", in B. Carr and I.
Mahalingarn (ed.), Companion Encyclopedia of Asian
Philosophy, op.cit., p.350. Christian Lindtner, in his Foreword
to V. Bhattacharya's work, The Agamasastra of Gau<}apada,
suggests ea. 500 AD as the period of the composition of the
Oau<japadaka rika (p.vic). This is the time proposed by
Bhattacharya also, p.lxxvi. Karmarkar is of the opinion that
Gau<;!~pada cannot have lived later than c. 500 AD.
R.D.
Karmarkar, Oau<;1apada-Karika, op.cit., p.iv.

48

Saiikhyakarika 62 reads: tasmiin na badhyate 'ddhii na mucyate
I)i'ipi sarhsarati kascit, samsarati badhyate mucyate ea nanasrayii
prakrtilJ.
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50

51

The placement of the particle "and" (ea) makes this verse
somewhat difficult to understand. The difficulty lies in whether
ea is merely conjunctive, in which case we ·:an understand: ayam
asadbhir bhavair eva-advayena ea kalpital;. Or whether, as
Karmarkar suggests, it means "further", so that the idea could be:
"this Self, moreover (ea), is imagined to be the unreal things
through the non-dual." Bhattacharya takes it to be a conjunction,
but linked with bhava api in the second line. I originally
followed Karmarkar's interpretation, but in the text I have
translated and explained the karika according to the explanaticn
given by Swami Paramiirthananda of Chennai (Madras).
BSBh 1.1.5, p.106, line 5, (tr) p.50; 1.4.3, p.298, line 1, (tr),
p.249; 2.1.14, p.382, line 3, (tr) p.334; 2.1.27, p.40 I, line 8,
(tr) p.356. BUBh 2.4.10, p.763, line 15ff., (tr) p. 252.
For example, S. Nikhilananda (tr.), Vedantasiira: or the {Jssence o[
Vedli.nttl of Sadli.nanda Yoglndra. Calcutta: Advaita Ashrama,
1974, p.21.
Also, similar ideas arc expressed in the
Vivekaci1i;lama1Ji, which I believe to be a work composed at a
much later period than that of Sankara. For example, cf. v.109.

56

H. Nakamura, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy.
(Translated into English by T. Leggett, S. Mayeda, T. Unno and
others). Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1983, p.20f.

57

See Stcherbatsky, The Central Conception of Buddhism and tlw
Meaning of the word "Dharma '', op.cit. A.K. Warder preferred the
term "principle" to "element" ... Cf. A.K. Warder, "Dharmas and
Data", Journal of Indian Philosophy, vol.l, 1971, p.272-295.

58

Cf. Stcherbatsky, ibid, p.44.

59

Nakamura, op.cit., n.17, p.32.

60

In BU l.5.23 the word dham1a could mean "law". The KaU 2.l .9
seems to refer to BU 1.5.23.

61

Chr. Lindtner, "Remarks on the Gauc.Japadiya-karikas". Indolranian Journal, vol. 28, 1985, p.275-279.

62

Eg., Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.128 in his note to karika 4.23.
Nakamura, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy, op.cit.,
p.184f. In the case of the passages that Lindtner cites there is no
Tibetan text to corroborate the Sanskrit reading, cf. Nakamura,
ibid, p.200.

52

MaUBh 3.l, p.208, line 14, (tr) p, 269.

53

KaUBh 1. l.21, p.66, line 2.

54

KaUBh 2.1.14, p.90, line 16.

64

55

Th. Stcherb.atsky, The Central Conception of Buddhism and the
Meaning of the word "Dharma". First published 1923 by the
Royal Asiatic Society. Reprinted, Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1970, p.68.

V.V. Gokhale, "The Vedanta-Philosophy Described by Bhavya in
his Madhyamakahrdaya." lndo-Iranian Journal, vol.2, no.3, 1958,
p.175. Nakamura, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy,
op.cit., p.185.

65

Nakamura, ibid., p.201 (GK 2.38, not 3.38 as given on p.201 ).

r
I

I
I

The Method of Early Advaita Vedanta

66

67

68

69

A similar type of prima facie argument, which relies on name,
form and function, in order to prove difference, is raised by
Totaka, who tradition accepts as one of the principal pupils of
Sankara, in his SrutisarasamuddharaIJam. Cf. Michael Comans
(tr.), Extracting the Essence of the Sruti: the
Srutisarasamuddhar al)am of Totakacarya. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1996, vv.137-138, p.91.
This point is discussed in the Srutisarasamuddharal)am, ibid,
vv.40-41, p.31.
I presume that the word "atman" in the verse means "'self'', in
just the general sense of something "interior", in the same way as
it is used in the expressions referring to the ko§as in TU (2.2-5)
which repeatedly speak of "anyo'ntara atma" as a way of negating
identification with each kosa. The word "para" would then qualify
jiva, which is a somewhat unusual usage, perhaps it has some
precedent in the parii pralqti of I svara as jivabhiita in BG 7.5. V.
Bhattacharya reads para along with atman. Bhattacharya also reads
"sa yatha" instead of khiuh yathii, but the latter is a better reading
because space is used as the illustration of the nature of the atman
in verses 3-9 and it is fitting that he would say that the Upani~ads ·
reveal the Self to be like space. He uses the illustration of space
again in the following verse.
BUBhV 2.1. 387

70

Sankara makes a similar statement in BUBh 4.4.25, p.938, line
25f., (tr.) p.534.

71

The usage of the word bhuta as meaning "really existing" can be
seen in MK 23.v.24: yadi bhutal; svabhavena kleial) kedddhi
kasyacit; katham nama prahiyeran kaf.i svabhavaii1 prahasyati.
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72

Cf. neha nana-iti BU 4.4.19, KaU 4.11. Indro mayabhir iti
Rgveda 6.47.18; BU 2.5.19. ajayamano bahudha cf.
Taittirlyaral)yaka 3.13.1 (ajayamano bahudha vijayate), is a very
well known hymn forming part of the Puru:jasfikta in the Yajur
Veda.

73

Following Deussen, The Philosophy of the Upanishads, op.cit.,
p.155, I have understood sambhuti to mean "coming into being".
The Upani~ad passages referred to are !Sa 12 and BU 3.9.28.7.

74

BU 2.3.6, 3.9.26, 4.2.4, 4.4.22, 4.5.15.

75

TU 2.6. l and the identical expression in CU 6.2.3.

76

P.L. Vaidya (ed.), Madhyamakasastra of Nagarjuna with the
commentary Prasannapada by Candrakfrti. Buddhist Sanskrit
Texts no. 10. Darbhariga: The Mithila Institute of Post-Graduate
Studies and Research, 1960, 1.8, p.28.

77

Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.66. "sato yadi bhavej janma jatasyapi
bhaved bhavaf.i".

78

P.L. Vaidya (ed.), Madhyamakasastra of Nagarjuna with the
commentary Prasannapada by Candrakfrti, op.cit, p.5, "jatasya
janma punar eva ea naiva yuktam."

79

It should be noted that: "even according to the Sarilkhya, a cloth
as such [i.e. an effect] does not exist before its origination; only
its essence or substance-stuff exists in the form of the threads."
D. N. Shastri, The Philosophy of Nyaya Vaise$ika and its
Conflict with The Buddhist Dignaga School. Delhi: Bharatiya
· Vidya Prakashan, 1976, p.237.
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80

I read "dualists" (dvayaf:i), following the edition of Karrnarkar, and
I am in agreement with his opinion (p. l 11) that the word dvayal;
spoken of in karika 4 refers just to the followers of the two views
mentioned in the previous karika. Some texts read "advayii", as
does V. Bhattacharya, whose views on this karika are criticised by
Karmarkar (p.111).

81

In karikas 4.6-8 he restates what was said in 3.20-22.

82

The word samsiddhika occurs in Siiiikl1yakarikii 43.
GK4.15.

84

Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.l 19.

85

Ibid., p.120. Nagarjuna's verse refers to the interdependent
relation between things, using the illustration of fire and fuel:
yadindhanam apek5yagnir apek0yiignim yadindhanam, katarat
piirvani0pannam yadapek0yagnir indhanam. [MK l 0.8]

86

I have followed Bhattacharya's explanation of the term asakti.
Ibid., p.12 lf.

87

BSBh 2.1.36, p.409, line Sf., (tr) p.365.

88

For a further explanation of this argument in reference
to "sadasatsadasat" cf. Michael Comans (tr.), Extracting the
Essence of the .~ruti: the .~rutisarasamuddharal)am of Totakaciirya,
op.cit, verses 14 I -150.

89

na svato jay ate bhaval) parato naiva jiiyate, na svataf:i paralilscaiva

jay ate jiiya.tc kuta{1.

83

90

For the Yogacara perspective on the existence of emptiness and
the existence of the "unreal imagination" in emptiness, cf. "Whal
Remains in Sunyata: A Yogacara Interpretation of Emptiness" in
Gadjin M. Nagao, Madhyamika and Yogiiciira. Edited and
translated by L.S. Kawamura. Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications,
1991 [reprint].

91

Bhavaviveka discusses the Yogacara in ch.5 of his
Madhyamakalirdaya-Kiirika. Candrakirti (c.650) criticises the
Yogacara in his Madhyamakavatara. Cf. C.W. Huntington, The
Emptiness of Emptiness. Honolulu: Univ. of Hawaii Press,
1989. Candrakirti also says, in his commentary Prasannapada
upon the MK 15.l l: "The [follower of the Yogacara] who accepts
the 'other-dependent' (paratantra) nature of consciousness and its
formations, avoids [the extreme] of eternalism since he says that
the 'imagined nature' (parikalpitasvabhiiva) does not exist in the
other-dependent nature. He also a voids [the extreme] of
annihilation, since he accepts that the 'other-dependent' nature
exists, as it is associated with the defilements and their
purification. [Candraklrti's refutation:] Since [the follower of
Yogacara] says that the 'imagined nature' does not exist, and the
'other-dependent' nature does exist, he therefore ends up holding
both the views, eternalism as well as annihilation. How can he
avoid both extremes? His explanation does not make sense,
because [we have] demonstrated that it is not logically correct to
maintain that the ["other-dependent" nature], which is produced
out of causes and conditions, can have an inherently existing
nature. Thus it is only in the Madhyamaka view that there is
freedom from the consequences of the two views of eternalism and
annihilation, but not in such dnctrines as those of the
Vijnanavadin." Vaidya (ed.), op.cit., Prasannapadii on MK
15.11, p.120, line 13f. Candrakirti also refers to the Vijfianavada
teachings as neyartha, i.e., taught by the Buddha as a provisional
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teachings. It has to be accepted, however, that Sankara's
commentary is deficient in failing to inform us of the context of
some of Gaw;lapada's karikas, as well as for its occasional
misinterpretations on account of not being aware of that context.
The study of Sankara's bha$ya on this text needs to be
supplemented and amended at certain places in the light of what
we know of Gauc;l:;ipada's considerable knowledge of the
Mahayana, for this is not adequately brought out in the bha$ya.

teaching, to assist those who could not yet understand the fi::al
teaching (nitartha), ibid, line 23f.
92

5 v. 6 , rea d s:
The verse in the Madhyamakahr.daya-Ka-r1"ka-, eh ..
dvayana,§ataf:J,
anyatha
praj naptel) sanimittatvad
samkle.fasyopalabdhesca paratantrastita mata. Cf. Chr. Lindtner,
"Remarks on the Gaw;lapadiya-karikas". Inda-Iranian Journal, vol.
28, 1985, p.275-279. Lindtner says that Bhavaviveka has also
quoted the same verse in the appendix to chapter 25 of his
commentary, Prajiiapradipa, on the Madhyamakakarika, while
criticising the Yogacara concept of paratantrasvabhava.
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Richard King, Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddhism: The
Mahayana Context of the Ga1u;lapadiya-karika. Op.cit., 1995,
p.235. This matter has also been discussed in note 26 supra.
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Ibid. p.277. Lindtner refers to its reconstructed name as
"Vikhyapana" (Nagao refers to it as Aryadefana-vikhyapana, cf.,
Madhyamika and Yogacara, op.cit., p.56). Cf. H. Nakamura,
Indian Buddhism, op.cit., p.266f. Nakamura says that this work
is "substantially based upon Maitreyanatha's Yogacarabhumi."
Lindtner also suggests that on the basis of readings of the verse as
found in the Madhyamakahrdaya- Karika (ch.5.v.6) and in the
*Vikhyapana, the word sanimittatvam in GK 4. 24 should be
amended to sanimittatvat, which he says, makes good sense as
well as good syntax. However, when Garn;lapada quotes a verse
from some source he generally makes an alteration to it, so
sanimittatvam need not be changed to sanimittatvat. The syntax
of the verse as it stands is satisfactory; if anything it seems a
slight improvement over the original. Lindtner (p.277) also takes
Sankara to task for misunderstanding the expression ''paratantra ",
which refers, as he has shown, to the Yogacara thought and not as
Sankara says to "other systems". I think that Sankara
(provisionally accepting that this is his earliest commentarial
work) has, on the whole, given a good account of Garn;lapada's
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Cf. Nagao, Madhyamika and Yogacarn, op.cit., p.126, "time and
space are produced on the basis of the evolving cognition (viz.,
on the basis of the evolution of the alaya-vijnana). Also, p.143,
"... both sentient beings and the world as a container are found,
ultimately and truly, only in the a/aya-vijnana." Also cf.
Lambert Schmithausen, Alayavijnana -On the Origin and the
Early Development of a Central Concept of Yogaci'i.ra Philosophy
(Two vols.). Tokyo: The International Institute for Buddhist
Studies, 1987. In the course of a highly detailed exploration of
the term alayavijnana, Schmithausen remarks, p.100, that: "In
the Mahayanasmpgraha and also .. .in the Abhidharmasamucca ya
[two main works of Asanga], alayavijiiana is primarily conceived
of as a container or even hypostasis of Seeds (bija). This
function of alayavijnana is, of course, extremely important in a
mind-only system in which even the content of perceptions and
cognitions cannot be derived from an external world but only
from a mental source." Nakamura, Indian Buddhism, op.cit.,
p.255, states in summary that: "Buddhist Idealism teaches that all
phenomena are nothing but the manifestations (pratibhi:'isa) out of
the 'seeds' of the phenomena and that all the seeds constitute the
Alayavijnana. No object can exist apart from the function of
cognition by the subject."
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See, for example, A.K. Warder, Indian Buddhism. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass (2nd. Ed.) 1980, p.107.
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Bhikshu Sangharakshita, "Buddhism", i:1 A.L. Basham (ed.) A
Cultural History of India. Oxford: Oxford Universit y Press,
1975, p.85.
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This verse was noticed by Bhattacharya, p. 148. The verse reads:
na bhavajjayate bhavo, bhii.vo 'bhavii.nna jayate; nabhlivajjayate
'bhii.vo, abhavo bhavii.nnajliyate.
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In 4.29 he repeats the reason given earlier in 3.21 and again in
4.7. See MK 15.8.
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P.L. Vaidya (ed.). Madhyam akasastra of Nliga1jwrn with the
comment ary Prasannapadli by Candrakfrti, op.cit., cf. 21. 12,
p.182.
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4.33 is identical in meaning to 2.1. 4.34 is identical in meaning
to 2.2 (the last line of each is the same).
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The word mayahast i occurs, as noted by V. Bhattacharya, p.152,
in the Larikavatlirasiltra, 10. J 26. It does not, however, seem to
be a frequently used expression in the Larikiivatlira.
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Eg., l., p.5, line 3; 3.v.75 p.75; 10. vv.362, 363, 594, 651.
P.L. Vaidya (ed.), Saddharmala1iklivatarasi1trnm. Buddhist Sanskrit
Texts no. 3. Dharbanga: The Mithila Institute, 1963.

IOI

Regardin g the teaching of "non-orig ination" (anutplida) in the
Lanklivatii.ra, cf. D.T. Suzuki, Studies in the Lankavatara Sutra.
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1957 (reprint) p. l 22f.
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I am reading tasya in the third plida to refer to dream mentioned in
the second pada , i.e., "Since dream just has waking as its cause".
The understan ding of tasya as svapnadr fab seems to make the
meaning unnecessarily complex.
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V. Bhattacharya, op.cir., p. 146, considers that karikas 38 and 40
should be read together as they are logically connected , as are
karikas 39 and 41. He says, p.146, "I think the logical order of
the following four karikas, viz., 38-41 should be as follows: 39,
41, 38 and 40. For the karikas 39 and 41 with 32-37 form the
same subject of discussio n, i.e., the equality of the states of
dream and wakefulness, while the karikas 38 and 40 are meant for
showing the impossib ility of originatio n directly." That does
have a certain merit, though I am hesitant to link 41 with 39.
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CHAPTER TWO

Gau~apada~

Teachings
1n relation to Buddhist Thought

It is not a matter for dispute whether Gam,lapada was familiar with
Buddhist thought. It is clear from the third chapter of his work, and
especially so from the fourth, that he was familiar with Buddhism in
con_siderable detail. This is not in iL"elf so extraordinary, considering that
dunng the period in which he lived (c.500 CE) Buddhism was in a
position of intellectual dominance in India, through the development of
the Madhyamaka and the Y ogacara schools. However Gam;lapada's
teachmg should not be mistaken as Buddhist even though he utilised
some argument" from notable Buddhist authors and made reference to their
works, for even as he did so, he distanced his teachings from Buddhism. I
will ~Y to ~how in what way his teaching differs from Buddhist thought,
but firstly it may be useful to describe briefly the central themes of the
two main schools of Mahayana Buddhist philosophy, the Madhyamaka
and the Y ogacara, so that we are in a better position to see the difference
between Gam;lapada and Buddhism.
The logical foundation of Buddhism is the teaching of "dependent
origination" (pratltyasamutpada) about which the Buddha is said to have
remarked: "Whoever understands it undcrsumds the Dharma and whoever
understands the Dharma understands it."l This teaching can be expressed
by the formula: "This being, that is; from the arising of this, that arises";
and in reverse: "This not being, that is not; on the cessation of this, that
ceases. "2 In saying that "dependent origination" stands squarely at the
centre of Buddhist thought, I am not referring just to its specific
exemplification in the form of well-known "twelve links" (nidana) of the
cycle of existence, but to the general principle that all phenomena arise in
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dependence upon causes and conditions, i.e., everything comes into being
only in a relation of dependence upon something else. The teaching of
"dependent origination" is said to avoid two extreme views, the extreme
position that there is something permanent (§a§vatavada) and the other
extreme that there is nothing that endures (ucchedavada). The Buddha's
view is a middle way between these two extreme positious, for he taught
that while all things do have continuity, it is the continuity that belongs
to a changing series. Each member of the series is impermanent; a
member of the series arises in a condition of dependence upon the
previous member and, in turn, provides the condition for the arising of
the next member of the series. Buddhism thus teaches the "middle way"
between the extremes of Being and non-Being.
The Madhyamaka school was founded, or consolidated, by Nagarjuna
(c. 150-250 CE) who criticised the realistic pluralism of the Buddhist
Sarvastivadins who held that the elements of existence (dharmas),
although transitory, were yet real entities (dravya) having an essential
nature (>vabhava). Nagarjuna took his stand on the principle of dependent
origination and developed it to its logical conclusion. 3 He argued that if
some thing is said to have an essential nature it would mean that the
thing could exist independently in its own right. But according to
Buddhism all things coriginate only in dependence upon other things;
when 'A' depends for its existence upon the existence of 'B', how can 'A'
be said to have an independent nature of its own? To be dependently
originated is to have no essential nature; and since everything is
dependently originated, everything is without an essential nature
(nissvabhava), i.e., everything is empty of au essential nature
(svabllava5iinya). Therefore everything is empty (siinya). "Emptiness" is
the equivalent of nissvabhava, which is the outcome of the understanding
of dependent origination. TI1us we can sec how Nagarjuna has used the
central teaching of early Buddhism to prove the "emptiness" (siinyata) of
all phenomena. The followers of Madhyamaka said that this teaching of
.sunyata is the c01Tect understanding of the "middle way", because it avoids
the two extremes of permanence and of annihilation. For if a thing has
no real existence (bllava), then its real non-existence (abhiiva) too cannot
he established. Thus all concepts such as being and non-being, siuilsarn
and nirviiIJ.a etc. are found to be only relational, like "left" is relative to
"right" and vice versa.
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The other great tradition of Mahayana Buddhism, the Yogacara
(Vijnanavacta), accepted the Madhyamaka teaching of the emptiness of all
phenomena. The followers of Yogacara, however, considered the
Madhyamaka too abstract and not sufficiently focused upon the
fundamental psychological experience of consciousness. According to the
Yogacara, consciousness (vijiiana) exists as a series of momentary states,
one consciousness-s tate arising in dependence upon the previous
consciousness-state. Consciousness is thus a flow of momentary states,
each of which is dependently originated. In consciousness there is neither
a subject (grlihaka) nor an object (grahya), there is just a flow of
consciousness, and it is this stream of consciousness which is
erroneously divided into a personal subject and an objective world. The
truth about consciousness is that it is dependently originated and is
intrinsically free from the dichotomy of subject and object. The
Yogacarins call this dependently-originated stream of consciousness the
"other-dependent nature" (paratantrasvabllava) of consciousness. This
stream of consciousness, however, is erroneously imagined to be divided
into subject and object and this is called the "imagined nature"
(parikalpitasvabllava), and this is the basis for all samsara. This error has
" .to be removed by the practice (acara) of meditation (yoga), and when the
practitioner is able to remove the imaginary subject-object division in
consciousness, consciousness becomes known for what it really is: a
dependently originated now, empty of the division of subject and object.
This is called the "perfected nature" (parini$pannasvabhava). 4
Thus while the followers of Yogacara accepted the earlier teaching of
emptiness (sfinyata), they were not content merely to deconstrnct the
world in the manner of the Madhyarnaka. The Madhyamaka were
concerned to demolish the notion that things have an inherent existence,
whereas the focus of the Yogacara was instead on the dichotomy of
subject (grahaka) and object (grallya), and in apprehending meditatively
the absence of such duality. As a result of meditative practices the school
of Yogacara developed their fundamental and distinctive teaching of the
"three natures" of consciousness outlined above: tl1e "imagined nature"
(parikalpita-svabhava), the "other-dependent nature" (paratantra-svabhava)
and the "perfected nature" (parini$paima-svabllava). The "other-dependent
nature" is individual to each person; it is said to be dependent because it
arises from the transformation of the seeds of past impressions (vasana)
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that have been deposited in the "store-consciousness" (alayavijiiana) and,
in tum, it replenishes the "store-consciousness" with new impressions. It
is this "other-dependent nature" of consciousness that is the basis of both
sa1i1sara and enlightenment: for when the erroneous subject-object
division is removed from the "other-dependent nature", the latter is seen
for what it really is, a non-dual flow of consciousness, and it is then
called the "perfected nature". The Yogacara differed from the Madhyamaka
not only in their emphasis on consciousness and its processes, but also
because the Yogacara were prepared to grant the flow of dependentlyoriginated consciousness a more positive ontological status than the
Madhyarnaka, leading to debates between these two traditions. 5
When we examine the karikas in the fourth book we find a good deal
of Buddhist terminology, especially that of the Yogacara, and a seeming
agreement with Buddhist thought. Yet there is a fundamental difference
between the thought of Gauc;lapada and that of Buddhism and it lies in
this: Buddhism has its philosophical basis in the doctrine of "dependent
origination". Yet Gauc;lapada nowhere refers lo the doctrine of "dependent
original~.on", nor does he even presuppose that doctrine in the formation
of any of his arguments. Gauc;Iapada ought not to be considered a
Buddhist since he does not at all rely upon this central teaching of
Buddhism. Though this argument may seem distinctly reductionist, I
nonetheless believe that it is fundamentally correct. The Madhyamaka
teaching regarding emptiness (sunyata) is the outcome of rea<;oning based
upon the principle of "dependent origination". The Yogacara philosophy
is centred around the concept of the "three ~atures" (trisvabhava) where the
"other-dependent" (paratantra) nature refers to what is "dependently
originated". Gauc;lapada's "ajativada", on the other hand, is the outcome of
reasoning applied to the teaching of the Upani~ads that there is a reality
that is unborn, changeless and non-dual. Arguing from the premise that
the real must be changeless, for impermanence would be the consequence
if it enters into becoming, he concludes that the changeless Brahman has
not actually become the world, and therefore the world can only be an
unreal appearance of Brahman. Although Gau(lapada may have been
initially inspired by the teachings of the Mahayana, his whole approach is
fundamentally different from tl1at of Buddhism, <md that remains true even
ihough there are some noticeable similarities in the method of reasoning,
as well as in the conclusions that follow from that reasoning.
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(1) GauQapMa and ND.garjuna
I shall clarify the last sentence of the above paragraph by taking up
the comparison of Garn;lapada and Nagarjuna. Nagarjuna states that if a
thing has an essential, i.e., an inherently existing nature (svabhava), that
thing could not change, because an essential nature cannot undergo any
kind of alteration. Nagarjuna says:

employs the very same definition of s vabhava. Gam;lapada quotes
Nagarjuna almost verbatim in the second sentence of the following verse:

.I
The immortal does not become mortal, nor
does the mortal become immortal. In no way
will an intrinsic nature change (prakrter
anyathabhavo na

The arising of an essential nature (svabhava)
through causes and conditions is not
intelligible. An essential nature that arises
out of causes and conditions would be
artificial. [MK 15.1]
But how can an essential nature be artificial?
An essential nature is not created and it docs
not depend upon something else. [15.2]
If something exists in its own right, it cannot
not exist. For the change of an intrinsic
nature is in no way logically possible
(pralqter anyathabhavo na hi jatiipaparJyate). 6
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kathmilcid bhavi§yati).

[3.21, 4.7, 29 second line]
An intrinsic nature (pralqp) is to be known as
that which is self-existent, inherent, natural,
not artificial, and which does not abandon its
own nature. [4.9]
It is at this point, however, that Garn;lapada parts company with
Nagarjuna; for in opposition to Nagarjuna, Gam;lapada holds that there is
one thing that has a svabhliva. 8 On the basis of the Upani~ads - and
Gauc;lapada has cited a number of Upani~ads apart from the Mfil){iiikya
which formed the basis of the Agamaprakara.J}a - he asserts that there is
a Reality (sat) that is unborn (aja) and is, therefore, free from becoming.
Gauc;lapada says:

[15. 8]
Nagarjuna further says that if a thing has an essential nature, the
consequence would be that it would neither arise nor cease (aniruddham
anutpannam asunyarh tad bhavi§yati) [20.17]. At 24.38, Nagarjuna
says:
If there is a svabhava, the world would be
devoid of diverse states, it will be· unborn,
without cessation, immutable.7

Garn;lapada accepts Nagarjuna's axiomatic statement that if something
does have an intrinsic nature it cannot become different, and he also
accepts the consequence that Nagarjuna says entails from holding such a
view. It is clearly evident that he accepts the axiom put forward by
Nagarjuna, that an essential nature does not change, for we see that he

This unborn [non-dual, turlya-atman]
becomes different just through maya, not
otherwise. For if it is altered in reality, the
immortal would become mortal. [3.19]
And in the following verse he asks: "how indeed will an unborn [and
thereby] immortal entity become mortal?". Gauc;lapada says that there is
such a Reality, that is specifically spoken of in the Upani~ads as unborn:
"That great, birthless Self, undecaying, undying, immortal, and fearless "is
Brahman". 9 If the unborn Atman-Brahman were to undergo an intrinsic
change by becoming the world, it would cease to be unborn, for it would
have taken "birth" by undergoing an alteration, and thereby it would enter
into "becoming". · If the Atman enters into "becoming'' it would
become mortal, i.e., impermanent. But Gam;lapli.da says this is not
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possible, because as we have seen, he accepts that a thing does not change
its own, inherent, nature.
Garn;lapada not only accepts Nagarjuna's axiom about the
changelessness of a svabhava, he also accepts the consequence (prasmiga)
that Nagarjuna says would result from upholding such a view. The
consequence is that nothing would arise and nothing would cease. For
Nagarjuna that is an absurd conclusion, because it would contradict all
ordinary relations (vyavahliia) of cause and effect and so on. But
Gam;lapada's intention is very different from that of Nagarjuna who is
analysing phenomena to show that they are nissvabhava, i.e., sunya.
Gauc,lapada is not interested in the ontology of the phenomena of the
world; his ontology is cosmological in its perspective: he is dismissing
the world, in toto, from the standpoint of Brahman, by applying the logic
of svabhava to Brahman. Gauc,lapada would perhaps agree with
Nagarjuna's analysis of the world and its interdependent relationships, but
that is not his concern. His concern is to show that Brahman does not
actually become the world given that Brahman has the svabhiiva of being
"unborn". Since the world has not originated by way of a transformation
ofBrahman, but given the fact that there is an empirical world, the world
must have originated through maya. Therefore Gam,lapada says that from
the level of ultimate truth the world is a cosmic illusion (but not a
subjective hallucination). His position therefore is:
Like a dream and a magic are seen, and just as
a mirage city is seen in the sky, so is this
universe seen by those who are well-versed in
the Vedanta [i.e. Upani~ads]. [2.31]
There is no cessation, there is no origination,
no one is bound and no one strives [to be
free], no one desires liberation, nor is any one
liberated. This is the ultimate truth. [2.32]
This conclusion about the ontological status of the world seems
identical to the understanding of Nagarjuna and other Mahayana Buddhists
who follow in the wake of the Prajiiaparamita literature. Yet there is
one important difference that must not be overlooked. The Madhyamaka
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arrived at their conclusion about the unreality of the world from the
application of the central teaching of Dependent Origination (things are
dependently originated, therefore they are without an inherent nature,
nissvabhava, i.e., silnya, and therefore there is neither real origination nor
real destruction). Gau<;lapada arrived at the same conclusion about the
nature of the world, namely that it is only apparently real, by applying
Nagarjuna's own reasoning about svabhava to the unborn Brahman. But
though the Madhyamaka and Gauc,lapada have the same, or at least a very
similar, understanding about the ontological nature of the world, they
have diametrically opposite starting points, and as a result, their final
"world-view" remains very different. Nagarjuna's central teaching is
Dependent Origination, whereas the central teaching for Gau<;lapada is the
changelessness of Brahman, Being itself. Therefore although the Buddhist
and the Vedantin seem here to be similar, there is a very significant
difference between them, because the Vedantin unequivocally affirms that
there is a permanent substratum underlying the world of appearance,
whereas for the Buddhist there is no such thing, there is only the
dependently originated, appearance itself. 10
It has long been thought that Gauc,lapada simply plagiarised the
Buddhist teachings, because of the close similarity that exists between
Gaw;iapada and Mahayana Buddhism concerning the nature of the
phenomenal world. Indeed, the Buddhist scholar Santarak~ita (ea. 725-788
CE) cited Gau<,fapadakarika 2.31 and 32, mentioned just above, as well as
2. 35, in his Madhyamakalailkaravrtti, and he wrnte, perhaps with some
indignation: "What they state has already been said by the Tathagata!" .11
Leaving aside the controversial question of whether the historical Buddha
did in fact teach such « doctrine, Santarak~ita's objection is still
misplaced, because Gauc,lapada's teaching only resembles the Mahayana
since Gauc,lapada nowhere abandons the Upani~adic ontology of the
changelessness of Being, whereas Nagarjuna arrives at non-origination by
rigorously cutting a "middle path" between what he sees as the extremes
of Being and non-Being.
·
Gau<)apada may have been inspired to formulate his teachings in the
way that he did under the influence of reading Nagarjuna's own clear
presentation of what it means to have a svabhava. The question may then
arise as to whether Nagarjuna himself inHiated this axiom that a svabhava
must be independently existent, and would consequently be eternal, or
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whether he simply took over an idea already accepted at the time. It is
not impossible that the latter is the case, for we know from E.H.
Johnston that Asvago~a (c.50 BCE -100 CE) drew upon some portions of
the RamayaIJa in the composition of his poem about the life of the
Buddha, the Buddhacarita.12 E. Lamotte has noted the possible inllucnce
of Vai~r;iava theology on the development of the Mahayana.13 R.H.
Robinson has remarked that the structure of Nagarjuna's verses confirms a
statement in the Chinese biography of Nagarjuna, that he adopted
methods of formal reasoning from the Tirthikas and utilised them to
expound the Dharma. 14 We can see in the first line of the well-known
verse of the Bhagavadgita (2.16), "The unreal has no being; the real has
no non-being (nasato vidyate bhavo nabhavo vidyate sataQ.)" a teaching
that is identical to the axiom of Nagarjuna, namely that if something
r9ally exists, it should not change. I am not suggesting that Nagarjuna
knew the text of the Bhagavadgitii., but I suggest that the Gita, a work
most scholars accept was composed before the beginning of the Christian
era, is here articulating a general principle that was current among some
significant sections of the non-Buddhist traditions and that Nagarjuna may
have been familiar with the idea of the inalterability of a svabhava from
non-Buddhis t sources. And so we should be wary of saying that
Gam;lapada simply borrowed the idea of the changelessness of svabhava
from Nagarjuna who developed it ab initio.
The same could perhaps be said for another notable similarity
between Gam;lapada and Nagarjuua, namely the teaching of the two levels
of truth. Though Gam;lapada does not speak about a level of conventional
or everyday truth (lokasamvrti /vyavahara), it is necessarily implied by
his statement in 2. 32 about the nature of the "ultimate truth"
(paramii.rthatii.). The idea that there are two levels of truth, or reality, is
not a Buddhist innovation since this teaching is also explicitly stated in
the MuIJ<)aka Upani~ad (1.1.4-5.) where it is said: "The knowers of
Brahman say that there are two kinds of knowledge which are to be
known, the higher and the lower. The lower comprises the Rg
Veda ... [etc.]. Then there is the higher knowledge, by which the
Immutable is attained." So while Gauqapada's own presentation about the
nature of ultimate truth, as stated in 2. 31-32, may well have been
inspired by what he found in Mahayana literature, the idea that there are
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two "levels" of reality would not itself have been a new idea to
GamJapada.
I will leave the intriguing question about Gauqapada's own attitude
towards Buddhism till the end of the chapter. Before concluding our
discussion of Gauc.tapada and Nagarjuna there is a further resemblance
which should be remarked upon, and that is between some expressions of
Nagarjuna and the Mii.~1<.Jiikya Upani~ad itself. In the two introductory
verses of the Miilamadhymnakaki'irika Nagarjuna characterises Dependent
Origination as "the cessation of phenomena" (prapaiicopa fama) ru1d as
"auspicious" (§iva). In Ma1.i<.Jukya Upani~ad 7, the turiya- Atman is also
referred to in the very same words: "The fourth is .... where there is the
cessation of the phenomenal world (prapaiicopasama), it is peaceful,
auspicious (siva) and non-dual." I am just drawing attention to this
remarkable similarity of expression, which seems too close to be entirely
coincidental. Perhaps the Mii.IJ{iiikya is here influenced by the Mahayana,
or could it be that Nagarjuna is influenced by the Mm)r;iiikya, or are they
both drawing upon a set of common ideas? 15 I have no evidence to say
that Nagarjuna was aware of the Ma~u)iikya Upani~ad. Paul Dcusscn
classifies the Mm.i<.Jukya in· the third or latest grouping of the major
Upani~ads and while he expresses the view that the MiiIJ{iiikya appears to
have belonged, along with the Mu~1{iaka and the Pra§na, "from the
beginning to the Atharvaveda'', he nonetheless expresses some hesitation
on the question of the age of the Mii.IJ{iiikya, since it is not refened to in
either the Brahmasutra or in Sankara's commentary on that work. 16
Hajime Nakamura is of the opinion that the MiiIJ{fukya Upani~ad
seems to have been influenced by "the thought of Sunyata of Mahayana
Buddhism" and he estimates the composition of the MiiIJ{iiikya as between
the beginning of the common era and 200 CE. 17 Vidhushekha ra
Bhattacharya says that the expression prapa£copa..<fama does not occur in
pre-Buddhist Brahmanic works, but unlike Nakamura he does not draw the
conclusion that it has been borrowed from the Mahayana. 18 Nakamura's
further discussion of this point remains in Japanese and is unavailable to
me, but his view is that while it is not possible to say that the M81;1<)ukya
has taken the expression directly from Nagarjuna, there can be no doubt
that it has been taken over from Mahayana literature. 19 This is, of
course, a possibility, but it remains no more than that, and the issue
cannot be determined with certainty. In any case, as I am writing
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p1incipally about the ideas of Gau<Japli.da, Sankara and two of his principal
followers, I do not propose to enter into a discussion about the possible
"dating" of Upani:;;ads which, according to the belief of the four
personages mentioned in this book, have the status of being a revelation
without human (or divine) authorship (apauru-?eyapramm,ia). But even if
we were to provisionally accept Nakamura's speculation about the age of
the Mm.irjfikya, it is difficult to follow him when he says: "the concept of
the fourth realm (caturtha) was perhaps influenced by the Sunyata of the
Mahayana Buddhism." 20 It is impossible to see how the unequivocal
teaching of a permanent, underlying reality, v. hich is explicitly called the
"Self', could show early Mahayana influence. Professor Nakamura
himself has shown that the Upani$adic teaching of a permanent
underlying reality has influenced later Mahayana Sutras, such as the
Laiikavatarasutra, which he says: "were composed while struggling
against and rejecting, yet at times corning under the influence and
persuasion of Vedanta thought. "21 In the case of the doctrine of the
Tathagatagarbha, as presented in the Ratnagotravib!Jaga, Nakamura says
that it is likely that the doctrine of Tathagatagarbl1a wa<> "formed under the
influence of the Upani:;;adic thought" and he also points out the near
identity between verse 52 of the Ratnagotravibhaga and 13.32 of the
Bhagavadgita." 22 Even if we were to accept that there is some influence
of the early MahayanasUtras in the formation of the Mii1J4ukya, that
influence would be limited to the two words prapaiicopasama and va,
for there can be no suggestion that the teaching about the underlying Self
as contained in the Mlil;l(,ilikya shows any trace of Buddhist thought, as
this teaching can be traced to the pre-Buddhist BrhadaraJJyaka Upani~ad.

si

(2) Gau<,lapllda and the Yogllcllra
We shall now discuss a number of instances in the fourth book where
Gauc;lapada's ideas so resemble those of Yogacara that it could be believed
that Gau<Japada was a follower of that tradition. It is undeniable that
Gau<.Iapli.da uses the terminology of the Yogacara, and at times he argues
in a very similar manner when he says that there is nothing external to
consciousness. But there is a major distinction between Yogacara and
Gau<,lapli.da. The Yogacara, as we have noted, accept that consciousness is
momentary, continually arising and perishing in accord with the principle

of Dependent Origination. For Gau(,lapada, however, Consciousness is
non-dual, motionless, and neither arises nor perishes. .Since pure
Consciousness is the non-dual reality, the world cannot exist as
something separate from Consciousness; Gau(,lapada utilises ideas from
the Yogacara to show that the world is an appearance of Consciousness
and is not something that exists apart from Consciousness, but he is also
careful to point out, as we shall see, that he does not share all aspects of
the Yogacara understanding of consciousness.
In Buddhist thought, the terms "consciousness" (vijiiana) and "mind"
(citta or manas) are used interchangeably. 23 Gau(,lapada also uses these
words as synonyms, but he invests them with his own meaning, and he
distinguishes his view from Yogacara. This is clear from the following
verses where he say3:
Consciousness (vijiiai1a) is calm and nondual, it is unborn, motionless, and is not an
object. It has the appearance (abhasa) of
birth, the appearance of moving and the
appearance of being an object. [<1•• 45]
Thus Consciousness (citta,) is not born. So
too, things (dharmas) are considered to be
unborn. Those who know in this way do not
fall into error. [4. 46]
It is evident that Gau(,lapada is here distinguishing his teaching from
Yogacara, in spite of a certain similarity of expression, such as can be
seen in the use of the word abhasa. The Yogacara do not accept that
Consciousness is "unborn" or "motionless", but Gau<,lapada explicitly
says that this is how Consciousness really is. Consciousness only
appears to have origination etc. 24 This idea is identical to what ha~ been
expressed in earlier verses, such as: "This unborn [non-dual, turiya-atman]
becomes different just through maya, not otherwise" [3.19]. The
Yogacara accept that consciousness actually has the false division of
subject and object etc. which must be removed through yogic practice.
Garn;lapada says that Consciousness does not really have such divisions;
these are unreal appearances in Consciousness which is by nature "calm,
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non-dual, unborn, motionless, and not an object." "Those who know in
this way" do not fall into the error, as the follower of Yogacara does, of
thinking that Consciousne ss actually arises, and actually acquires the
erroneous subject-obje ct division which must, therefore, actually be
removed.
Gau<;lapada then introduces the famous analogy of the fire-brand [4752]. This example is known in Mahayana literature, but Gau<;lapada is
using it here to explicate his own view. 25 He says Uiat just as when a
fire-brand is whirling it appears in various patterns, in a similar way,
Consciousne ss seemingly vibrates as the perceiver (grahaka) and the
perception of the object (grahai.ia). When the fire-brand stops moving the
appearance of the patterns ceases, so too when Consciousne ss stops
moving the appearance of subject and object also ceases. When the firebrand moves, the patterns do not come out of something other than the
fire-brand, nor, when the fire-brand stops moving, do the patterns merge
into something other than the fire-brand. 'The patterns do not exist apart
from the fire-brand, because the various appearances cannot exist
independentl y as they are not substances in their own right. The whole
idea is that the appearance of the patterns is nothing other than the
movement of the fire-brand, and the appearance of the patterns has no
reality other than that of the fire-brand itself. In a similar way, the
appearance of subject and object is nothing but the seeming movewent of
Consciousne ss.
It is just possible that Gau<,lapada uses the illustration of the firebrand to criticise the concept of causal relations that is so central to most
of Buddhist thought. He says [52] that no cause-effect relation can be
.established between Consciousness (vijiiana) and its appearances, because
the appearances are not other than consciousnes s itself. A relation of
cause and effect cannot be established without making a distinction
between the cause and the effect. The appearances, he says, are
incomprehen sible (acintya). 26 So the Buddhist concern with cause and
effect is not correct:
A substance can be the cause of a substance,
and something other can be the cause of
something other, but things (dharmas) cannot
possibly be substances, nor can they be
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Thus the things (dharmas) do not arise from
Consciousnes s (citta), nor docs Consciousnes s
arise from the things (dharmas). Thus the
wise arrive at tl1e non-origination of cause and
effect. [4. 54]
And he concludes by saying that it is this very concern with the reality of
the cause-effect relation that keeps one in smilsara:
As long as there is the fixation with cause and
effect, so long will sarhsara be protracted.
When the fix;ztion with cause and effect is
destroyed, one do.cs not find sa1ilsara. [4.
56]27
GaU<;lapada then proceeds lo reorientate the Buddhist teaching of the
"middle way", so as to bring it into line with his own position. He says:
Everything is born from the perspective of
empirical existence, therefore notl1ing is
permanent (sa5vata). In reality, everything is
unborn, therefore there is no annihilation
(uccheda). [4. 57]
If Gauqapada was a Buddhist. this would be a peculiar way of expressing
U1e characteristic Buddhist doctrine of the "middle path", the way that lies
between the two extremes of either cternalism (~afratavada) and
annihilation (ucclledavada). The Madhyamak a interpretatio n of the
"middle way" would be that because everything is dependently-originated
there is the avoidance of the extreme view of annihilationism, and because
everything is empty (.{unya) there is the avoidance of the extreme of
etemalism. However Gaw,lapada restates the doctrine in his own way, and
he reverses tl1e two terms. He says that according to the perspective of
everyday life, where things are born and die, there can be nothing eternal
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(safrata), but as everytl1ing is really unborn, there can be no actual
annihilation (uccheda) of anything.

Garn;laplida's perspective is that: (a) it is revealed in the Upani~ads that
Brahman -which/who is both the efficient and the material cause together
- is the sole cause of the world. And it is further revealed that Brahman
has the essential nature of being "unborn". (b) Since it is not tenable that
the essential nature of a thing could alter without the consequence of
impermanence, the world cannot actually have arisen from Brahman
without Brahman becoming born as the world, and thereby becoming
impermanent. Therefore, from the (ultimate) standpoint of Brahman
itself, there is no real origination of the world from Brahman.2s (c) The
appearance of the world is, of course, undeniable, and so, (d) the world
arises from Brahman in a way that is comparable to a magical appearance
(maya). This does not amount to a denial of the law of contradiction that
a thing cannot both exist and not exist at fCe same time and in the same
respect, because appearance and reality are considered from two
standpoints. From the standpoint of empirical truth (vyava11ara), things
exist as they do according to common-sense realism. From the
standpoint of absolute truth (paramartha), things -though they appear to
exist - do not truly exist, for only the unborn (and unaltered) Brahman
exists. Since tlle phenomenal world is ultimately akin to a magical
appearance, the Buddhist analysis concerning the avoidance of the
extremes of permanence and total annihilation is not applicable, for that
is only relevant from an empirical perspective, when phenomena are
thought to be real. This can be seen from the following karikas, where
Gau~iapada, speaking as usual from the absolute perspective (paramartha),
says:
The things (dhannas) that are said to be born,
are born, but in reality they are not born.
Their birth is comparable to a magical
appearance (maya), and that magical
appearance does not exist! [4.58]29
Just as from a seed that is a magical
appearance a sprout originates that is equally a
magical appearance. That sprout is not
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permanent, nor does it undergo annihilation.
The same is applicable to all things. [4. 59]
When all things are unborn, the word
"permanent" or "impermanent" is not
[applicable]. Where words do not operate, a
discrimination cannot be stated. [4. 60]
It is understandable that later Advaita authors do not seem to have
quoted from the fourth chapter of Gam,iapada's work. As we can see, parts
of it are far too closely interwoven with a variety of Mahayana Buddhist
ideas - and this is especially so towards the end of tlle chapter - to be
appreciated by the Advaitins of later times who did not possess
Gam;lapada's degree of familiarity with Buddhist thought, and for whom
Buddhism had less relevance as it declined in India. Though Gam;laplida
repeatedly distinguishes his teaching from Buddhism, there are occasions
when he seems to come close to the Yogacara explanation of
consciousness. But even in those instances, Gam_iapada usually makes it
clear, as he does in 4.45 (above), that Consciousness is really changeless.
Or else he adds the term maya to indicate that Consciousness does not
actually undergo change, as the followers of Yogacara believe, but only
appears to arise and undergo change. He says, for example, while
compating the states of dreatn and waking:

Just as in dream, Consciousness (citta) moves
having a twofold appearance [as subject and
object] due to maya, so too in the waking
state Consciousness moves having a twofold
appearance due to maya [4. 61]30
There are other instances, in addition to the teaching of the "middle
way" refened to above, where Gauc;lapada refers to Buddhist ideas and
reorients them to his own perspective. We shall see two such instances.
In verses seventy-three to seventy-five of the fourth chapter Gam;laplida
refers to tlle Yogacara, and a part of verse seventy-five is taken from the
first verse of the Madhyantavibhiiga of Maitreya/Asailga. The important
first and second verse of the Madhyiintavibhiiga read:
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The imagination of the unreal exists
(abhiltaparikalpo'sti). Duality does not exist
in it (dvayarh tatra na vidyate). Emptiness,
however, exists in it, and that [imagination of
the unreal] also exists in emptincss.31
Therefore it is stated that everything is neither
empty nor not empty, because of existence,
because of non-existence, and again because of
existence; and this is the Middle Path.
G.M. Nagao considers that these two verses together represent the
fundamental point of view of the Yogacara schooJ.32 We shall try to
explain these, altogether too cryptic verses, in the light of some of
Nagao's comments on them. The expression "imagination of the unreal"
(abhfitaparikalpa) refers to the "other-dependent" nature
(paratanlrasvabhava). 33 The word "unreal" indicates the fact that the
cognitive functioning or thought of ordinary people is always stained by
ignorance. 34 Thus it seems that the expression "imagination of the
unreal" refers to the ether-dependent aspect of consciousness, as tainted by
unreal notions. 35 The unreal notions are the "duality" that is referred to,
meaning the duality of subject and object. In this dependently-arising,
"everyday consciousness", the duality of subject and object does not
really exist. "Emptiness" means the absence of the subject-object
dichotomy; such an emptiness does exist in the dependently-originated
flow of consciousness. The statement that the "imagination of the unreal
exists in emptiness" is a reaffirmation of the fact that even though the
flow of consciousness is empty of the subject-object relation, it should
not be thought that the dependently-originated flow of consciousness is
non-existent.
The second verse sums up what has just been said. The statement
"because of existence" refers to the existence of (a) the dependentlyoriginated flow of consciousness. "Because of non-existence" refers to the
non-existence of (b) duality. The reaffirmation, "because of existence",
states that (c) emptiness, i.e., the emptiness of duality. exists. and also
that (a) the flow of consciousness exists. So, "everything is neither
empty" because "c" exists, and "a" exists as "c". Nor is everything "not
c
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empty" since there is the non-existence of "b". Tue Yogacara go on to
define emptiness as: "the non-being of subject and object and the being of
that non-being". 36 This is an attempt to provide an experiential corrective
to the overly negative tendency in the reasoning of the Madhyamaka,
though by "being" I do not think the Yogaclira school is articulating an
ontologically absolute reality, as in the Vedanta.
The above comments may not have succeeded very far in elucidating
the Yogacara, but perhaps they may help to differentiate Gam;lapada's
teachings from the Yogaclira. The three pertinent klirikas of Gam;tapada

are:
What exists according to the empirical truth
which is imagined (kalpita), does not exist in
reality. It can exist from the outlook of the
other-dependent, empirical truth, but not in
reality. [4. 73]37
What is unborn according to the empirical
truth that is imagined, is, in reality, not
actually unborn.,. It is born from the outlook
·of empirical truth, i.e., as arising out of the
other-dependent. [4. 74]
A strong adherence to the unreal exists
(abhii.tabhinivefo'sti). Duality is not present
in it (dvaymil tatra na vidyate). As soon as
one knows the absence of duality, one is not
born, being without a cause [for birth]. 38 [4.
75]
In the first two verses Garnjapada seems to be expressing a different view
from Yogaclira when he says that whatever exists from the perspective of
alJhii.taparikalpa., i.e., the other-dependent (paratantra), does not exist from
the standpoint of absolute truth. For we have seen that according to
Yogacara the dependently-originated flow of consciousness exists, and in
their tl1eory of the "three natures" there is no reference to an ultimate state
in which the "other-dependent" nature does not exist. Unlike the theory
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of the "tluee natures", Gau<;lapada is here speaking .. and adopting the
discourse of tlie Madhya maka - from two levels: the empirical (smi1vrti)
and the absolute (pa.ramartha). According to GarnJapada, things do exist
empirically, but they do not so exist from the perspect ive of ultimate
truth.
In the third verse, which refers to and rephrases the first line from the
first of tlie two verses of the Madhya11lavibhaga cited above, the "unreal"
presuma bly means tl1e unreal subject- object relation, as it does in the
Yogacara text. Gau<;lapada says there is a "strong adherence" to the idea
that there is a real subject confront ing a world of real objects. Then,
folloy,'ing the Yogacar a text, he says "duality is not present in it"
meanfog that the subject- object relation is actually unreal. In the last
line of the verse he complet ely discards the details of Yogaca ra
philosophy concerning the existence of emptiness and the existence. of the
"imagination of tlle unreal" in emptiness. He adds his own conclusi on
which is: as soon as a person knows that tlie duality of subject- object is
unreal, a person is liberated from repeated birtll as there is no longer any
cause for rebirtll. Thus we can see that in those instance s where
Gau<;lapada uses Boddhis t texts and terminology, he does not use them
from a Buddhis t perspective, ratller he only adopts tlle terminology and
adapts the ideas as far as it suits his purpose, and he does not subscribe to
the philosophical conclusions of tl1e texts he cites.
.
The other instance where Gauc)apada distinctly refers to B uddh1st
thought and reorients it for his own purpose can be seen in verses eightyseven to eighty-nine. These verses read:
The dual [knowledge} consisting of an object
together with the perception [of tlle object] is
conside red to be "munda ne" (laukik a).
Wherea s tlle [knowledge) consistin g of the
percept ion, but without an object, is
conside red to be "pure mundan e" (foddha
laukika). [4. 87]
The [knowledge] which is without either an
object or the perception is regarded as "supramundan e" (lokottarn). The wise always tell

Gam)apada's Teachings in relation to Buddhis t Thought

107

about the knowledJSe, tlle knowable, and that
which is to be clearly known (vijiieya ).
[4.88)
When the threefol d knowled ge and the
threefold object of knowled ge are known in
due order, the person of great intellige nce
become s naturally all-know ing everywh ere.
[4.89]
The terms "mundane" (Iaukika), "pure mundane" (foddha laukika) and
"supra-mundane" (lokottara) are found as part of the technical vocabulary
of the Yogacar a schooL The word "knowledge", i.e., consciousness, or
cognition, is taken to be the implied subject of these verses since the
Buddhist literature generally uses the terms laukika, §uddhalaukika and
Jokottata along with the noun ")Hana". In Yogacara, the "mundan e"
knowledge refers to ordinary, dualistic perceptions, involving subject and
object. "Supra-mundane" refers to the knowled ge when it is witliout an
apprehending subject or an apprehended object. It is a non-dual and nondiscriminative (nirvikril pa) knowledge, acquired through long meditati ve
practice, and it represen ts tlie ultimate enlighte nment in the Yogacar a
!radition. 39 The "pure mundane" knowled ge refers to the enlighte ned
knowled ge that follows from the nirvika lpa "supra mundan e"
knowledge. 40 Such knowled ge is also known as ''pr!J{halabdha-jiiana ", or
"knowle dge acquired subsequ ently"; it is a discrimi native (savikal pa)
knowledge, but it is a pure form of knowledge because it flows out of the
non-discriminative knowledge. 41
It is evident that Gam;lapada is directly using this Buddhis t
terminol ogy, bnt it is not so evident tllat he is expound ing a Buddhis t
meaning. Gam;lapada makes the sequence of the three knowledges different
from tlle Yogacara, for he places the lokottara after the §uddhalaukika,
whereas in the Yogacar a understanding the foddhal aukika- jiiana is a
knowled ge tllat arises out of tlle Iokott.ara-j1Iana. Once again Gauc,lapada
can be seen to be reorient ing the tenuinol ogy of Buddhis m to his own
perspective. Sankara, in his commen tary on tllese verses, considers tllat
the three terms are used in tl1e sense of the three states of experien ce:
waking (la11kika), dream (faddha laukika) and deep sleep (lokottara). 42
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This is plausible, since dream is a state where the perception of an object
exists without a real object, and sleep is a state where there is neither an
object nor the perception of an object. The word vijiieya c~uld also, as
Sankara understands, refer to the tunyatman since the latter 1s spoken ot
in Mm.i\iilkya 7 as: "That is the Self, That is to be known" (sa atma sa

vijiieyal;l).
It is well-known that the fourth chapter is replete with references to
Buddhist thought; and that is increasingly the case from verse twenty-four
onwards. This makes the interpretation of some of the verses difficult,
especially these later ones, for Gam;lapada traverses a wide range of
literature. For instance, verse ninety-two contains these two statements:
"all things ( sarve dhannal;l) are ascertained as inherently enlightened from
the very beginning" (adibuddhal;l); and the person who thu_s rem~ns
undisturbed is "fit for immortality" (sa am[t.atvaya kalpate). It 1s possible
that the expression "adibuddha" is modelled on statements from the
Prajiiaparamita literature where it is said many times that: "the element~
of existence (dharmas) are by nature perfectly pure" (sarvadhanna evam
pralqtiparisuddha]J.).43 Whereas the statement: "fit for immortality" is
taken from the Bhaga vadgfta 2.15. In the following verse, too, the
expressions are likely to be from the Prajiiaparamita literature, as
Bhattacharya ·has noted. However, in spite of the· similarity between the
teaching of Gau<Japada and the teachings of the Prajiiaparamita, they are
not identical teachings, and we should not be misled by the extreme
similarity in their final positions about the non-origination of anything.
According to the Prajiiaparamita, as with the Madhyamaka, though
things appear to be born etc. they are not really born, because ever~thing
is without own-being. For Gau(lapada, on the other hand, ~ere is nobirth etc. because the underlying absolute reality (turfya-Atman) has
undergone no alteration of its changeless Being. .
Near the conclusion of the fourth chapter, Gau(lapada presents the
following karika:

It is maintained that the unborn
Consciousness is unrelated to the unborn
objects (dharmas). Since Consciousness does
not enter into relation, it is therefore said to
be relationless (asmiga). [4. 96]
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And he concludes the teaching by saying:
The Consciousness of the Buddha, who
instructs the way known to him (tayin), is not
related to the objects (dhannas). So too, all
the objects (dharmas) are not related to
Consciousness. This was not said by the
Buddha. [4.99]
According to Gau(lapada, Consciousness [pure Awareness] is changeless
and therefore real, while the objects that appear in Consciousness do not
constitute a second reality to Consciousness since they are ontologically
unreal (mid1ya) and are analogous to a magical appearance (maya). Since
Consciousness does not come into contact with a second reality,
Consciousness is inherently relationless. The Buddhist teaching,
however, is centred around the analysis of causes and conditions, i.e.,
things arise depending upon other things ("This being, that is; from the
arising of this, that arises"; and in reverse: "This not being, that is not;
on the cessation of this, that ceases."). 44 So while the objects (dharmas)
do not inherently exist, they are nonetheless related to the constructive
activity belonging to Consciousness itself, and thus for the Buddhists
Consciousness is not relationless. R.D. Karrnarkar expressed this point,
in his characteristically direct manner, when he said: "Buddha no doubt
denied the existence of bahyartha [external objects] and admitted the
vijiianavada, but he .... could not get out of the idea of causal relation and
01igination. To that extent Buddha's philosophy is defective -this seems
to be the meaning of this Karika. "45 Gau<japada says here, as he has said
in 4.54, that Consciousness does not enter into relation with the unreal
objects, nor do they enter into relation with Consciousness. And he says
that this teaching, about the inherently relationless nature of
Consciousness, was not told by the Buddha.
The statement: "This was not said by the Buddha" (na-etad buddhena
bhi1$it.am), bas evoked different interpretations, depending on the extent to
which a particular writer believes Gau<,lapada's teachings correspond with
those of Buddhism. V. Bhattacharya considers that this statement should
be understood only in its implied sense. According to him the statement
means that the highest truth cannot be conveyed by instruction through

110

The Method of Early Advaita Vedanta

language, and it implies the transcendental nature of the Budda's teaching.
Recent authors, such as Thomas Wood and Richard King, have essentially
agreed with Bhattacharya's interpretation. 46 I· have tried to show that
GamJapada's teaching - based as it is upon the Upani~ads - differs from the
teachings of Buddhism in some fundamental aspects; and so I think it
more likely that Gau\lapada is here explicitly differentiating his teaching
from that of the Buddha. We need not search for a meaning through
implication {lak§aqa) when the literal meaning (vacyartha) can be
accepted, and there are a number of statements in Buddhist texts which
refer to the Buddha's speech (buddhabha.)ita ). For instance, in the
Lalikavatarasiltra, we find the expression: "this was told, is told, and will
be told by the Buddhas. "47 And in the Madhymnakah[daya of Bhavaviveka
we find the statement: "Whatever is well said in the Vedanta is all taught
by the Buddha." 48 Such statements as these are quite possibly scattered
through a variety of texts. 49 So when there are explicit statements
referring to teachings as "spoken by the Buddha" (buddhabha,'>ita), and
given that the teachings of Gau\lapada do differ from Buddhist teachings, it
is correct to adopt only the literal meaning here: "This was not said by
the Buddha". 50
Some notable scholars, such as S .N. Dasgupta, believed that !he
karikas contained sufficient evidence to support the conjecture that
Gaudapada was: "possibly himself a Buddhist, and considered that the
teachings of the Upani~ads tallied with those of Buddha. "51 T.R.V. Murti
expressed the same view, but restricted it to tl1e AJataiantiprakarm,ia, the
fourth chapter of the Gam)apadakarika. 52 B.K. Matilal has, I believe,
placed the issue in a better perspective when he wrote: "But while the ·
influence of Buddhist doctrines amt arguments upon Gau<;lapada is
undeniable, it would be wrong to conclude that he was a Buddhist." 53
More recently. some scholars have begun noticing important
discrepancies between the teaching~ of Gaui;l.apada and those of

Nagarjuna. 54
Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya, in his influential and scholarly work,
T/Je A.gmmL{astra of Gamjapada, has demonstrated that there exists a
close relationship between various klirikas of the Gam;iapadakarika and a
variety of Mahayana texts. But perhaps Bhattacharya overstated his case,
for while he has certainly shown a number of textual correspondences, he
also finds correspondences that are quite tenuous, and he fails to see that
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there could be differences between the ideas expressed in the
Gamjapadakari ka and the various Buddhist texts. As an instance of
Bhattacharya being too ready to see a convergence of ideas, let us examine
his following argument Towards the end of his lengthy introduction, he
notes (p.cxxxii) that Gauc;lapada, "though much influenced by the Buddhist
thoughts, maintains his position as a V cdantist". He believes, however,
(p.cxlii) that for GamJapada, Brahman and the citta of the vUiiaptimatratli
of the Yogacara are, "in fact tl1c same thing"; and he says (p.cxliv) that is
the reason why Gau<;lapada took support from the Buddhists in book four
of his work Bhattacharya himself raises the question (p.cxxxviii) as to
how Brahman and the citta in the vijiiapti.matrata of the Yogacara could
be the same when the followers of Vedanta maintain that Brahman is
eternal (nitya) whereas, according to the followers of Yogacara,
consciousness is momcntaiy (k$aJ.1ika). He answers this objection by
saying (p.cxl ff.) that for the Vedantists, Consciousness is nitya, i.e.,
without any change, whereas for the Yogacara consciousness is druva,
i.e., enduring while undergoing change in an uninterrupted stream
(santati). His opinion is that (p.cxlii): "Brahman and the citta in
vijiiaptimatrata of the Yogacaras arc in fact the same thing with the only
one difference that while the fonner is nitya the latter is druva." .55
I believe that Bhattacharya has accurately presented the major
difference between the Advaita Vedanta and the Yogacara understanding of
Cbnsciousness, but it is impossible to concur with the way he glosses
over this very substantial distinction to reach his conclusion that
Gau<Japada would have considered the Brahman of the Vedanta and the citta
of the Yogacara to be the same. The dispute about whether
Consciousness is really changeless, and therefore eternal (nitya), or
wbether it is actually a momentarily changing series (k$a~1ika), lies at the
very centre of the difference between Vedantins and Buddhists. The
Vedantins and the Buddhists share a great deal in common, but the
philosophical difference between them ultimately comes down to this
important point: for the Vedantins, Consciousness is changeless and is
not to be confused with the changing cognitions; whereas in the history
of Indian Buddhism the dominant view is that Consciousness, like
everything else, is subject to dependent origination, it is momentary and
thereby impermanent. T.R.V. Murti has accurately depicted the divide
between the Vedanta and the Buddhist traditions when he says that the
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former is a "substance-view" in that it maintains that there is a real
underlying Self that is unchanging Consciousness, whereas the Buddhists
have traditional ly taken the opposite position. 56 This different
understanding about the nature of Consciousness is, in the final analysis,
the principal philosophical difference between the two traditions, and it is
highly unlikely that Gam,lapada, who was keenly aware of the intricacies
of both the Upani~ads and Buddhist thought, could have ignored this
fundamental difference in the way that Bhattacharya has glossed over it.
Parts of the Gau{lapadakarika are certainly enigmatic, especially the
latter part of the fourth chapter, and it is not surprising that while
Gam,lapada was revered, he was only selectively quoted by later Advaitins.
Concerning the fourth chapter, Professor Hajime Nakamura mailltains:
the fourth chapter accepts the non-self theory and abandons
the traditional lI.tman theory of the orthodox Vedanta
school. The fourth chapter does not refer to Brahman or
Atman at all. Here, non-self, emptiness and the nondifferentia ted Conscious ness-only constitute the basic
doctrines. 57
His first sentence, however, is incorrect because when Gau(,lapada uses the
words citta (mind or consciousness), or vijiiana (consciousness) - which
are no doubt frequently employed in the Buddhist texts - he often invests
these wordswith a Vedantic meaning, as in 4.45 [supra] when he says:
"Consciousness (vijiim1a) is calm and non-dual, it is unborn, motionless,
and is not an object. It has the appearance (abhasa) of birth, the
appearance of moving and the appearance of being an object." Here the
word "motionless" as a descr~ption of vijii.ana is not in keeping with the
Buddhist understanding of consciousness, but it is in keeping with the
Vedantic understanding of Consciousness. Nakamura's second statement
is too sweeping, for in 4. 85 Gam;lapada refers to the highest reality as
brahmal}.yam padam, "the state pertaining to Brahman". And his
conclusion, too, is hasty. If Gam,lapada is teaching emptiness etc., then
we should expect to find these key Buddhist tem1s employed in the fourth
chapter. However there is no mention of the words "empty" (siinya) or
"emptiness" (siinyata). There is no mention of Dependent Origination
(pratityasamutpada), nor of a "store-consciousness" (lilayavijii.ana). The
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absence of such terms, especially any reference to Dependent Origination,
and the total absence of the paradigm of Dependent Origination which is
so central to Buddhist thought, coupled with his acceptance of the idea of
svabhava, only lends further weight to the view that Gam;lapada is
teaching something other than Buddhism. In the fourth chapter,
especially, though occasionally in the other chapters as well, Garn;lapada
presents Advaita Vedanta using Buddhist terms, but he uses them in such
a way that they can confonn to the fundamental Vedantic understanding of
Consciousness.
The question naturally arises as to why Gau<,lapada is doing this. T.
G. Mainkar suggests that in Gau<;lapada: "... we have a philosopher with
opposing tensions on his mind and trying to resolve them into a
harmonious whole Ly trying to give a Vedic base to the new and more
satisfy.ing metaphysical theories." 58 But if there was such a "tension" in
Gau(,lapada's thought we would expect it to be evident in the karikas
themselves, in the effort of trying to fuse the Vedanta with the Mahayana.
But there is no sign of any such tension, for Gau<;lapada skilfully adopts
Buddhist argument only as far as it suits his purpose. We have seen, for
example, with regard to Nagrujuna's statements about an "essential
nature" (svabhava ), that while Gau<;!apada follows Nagarjuna 's
presentation, he actually takes a stand that is diametrically opposite to
Nagrujuna., because he accepts the idea of sv·abhava while Nagarjuna does
not. I believe that there are other insta11ces too, which I have tried to
note, when Gau(,lapada has adapted ideas from Buddhism to suit his own·
perspective.
T.R.V. Murti has offered the opinion that: "Gam;lapada appears to us
as the Brahmanical thinker boldly reformulating the Upani~adic ideal in
the light of the Madhyamika and Vij11anavada dialectic. But there was
more borrowing of techniques than of tenets." 59 The word
"refonnulating" suggests that a discrepancy exists between the Upani$adic
teachings and the ideas of Gau(,lapada, though some Western interpreters of
the Upani~ads, such as A.E. Gough, and more notably Paul Deussen,
view the teaching of maya and the unreality of the world as part and parcel
of the Upani~adic world-view . 60 Murti is willing w .entertain the
hypothesis, based partly on Sankara's reference to Gau<;lapada as one
"knowing the tradition" (sampradayavit), that there was an Advaitic
school of Vedru1ta already in existence which exerted its influence on the
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Madhyamaka and which in time became the dominant Vedantic school due
to the efforts of Gau(lapada and Sankara.61
The hypothesis of Murti is possible, but we do not really know
enough to decide on such an issue. Rather than say that Gau~apaaa
"reformulated" the Upani~adic teachings, I would prefer to say simply that
Gam;lapii.da "stated" the Upani~adic teachings under the inspiration of some
of the ideas of the Madhyamaka and the Yogacara. That he should be
stimulated by these ideas is not at all so extraordinary when we consider
the dominant influence of Buddhism in India in the early centuries of the
Common Era: with its numerous monastic institutions, its large and
famous centres of learning, such as Nalanda, its extensive literature and,
especially in the case of the Mahayana, its teachers of renown such as
Nagarjuna, Arya Deva, Asanga and Vasubandhu, to name only the most
prominent in those early centuries. Gam;lapada was presumably
stimulated by the Mahayana and his adoption, especially in the fourth
chapter, of expressions from Mahii.ylina literature closely associate him
with Buddhist views. Nonetheless, be only accepts as much of Buddhism
as suits his purpose, and he does distinguish his own teaching from
Buddhism. He takes his stand on the Mm.i{fiikya Upanipd, and it is there
that we find the ultimate source of his inspiration, in the teaching of the
absolute Self as pure Awareness, the invariable substratum of experience,
free from all relations: "It is where there is the cessation of the
phenomenal world (prapaiicopasama), it is peaceful (santa), auspicious
(siva) and non-dual (advaita). That is the Self, That is to be known."
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Cited in E. Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism from the origins
to the Saka era. S Webb-Boin (tr.), Louvain: Peeters Press, 1988,
p. 40. Lamotte calls the teaching of dependent otigination, "the
corner stone of the Buddhist doctrine" (p.36, p.40). Also, cf. the
article by Bhikshu Sangharakshita, "Buddhism" in AL. Basham
(ed.), A Cultural History of India. Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press,
1975, p.85. G.M. Nagao cites this statement, from the
Majjhima-nikaya (Sutta 28): "Those who see 'dependent
origination' (pratitya-samutpada) will see the dharma; those who
see the dharma will see 'dependent origination'."; and Nagao
repeatedly refers to the foundational importance of the doctrine of
dependent origination. He says: "Dependent co-arising is the
basic truth of Buddhism; it is the substance of Gautarna Buddha's
awakening." Cf. L.S. Kawamura (tr.), Madhyamika and Yogacara:
A study of Mahaym1a Philosophies. Collected Papers of G.M.
Nagao. Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1992, p.212. Also cf.

his

similar remarks

about

the

importance

of

the

pratityasamutpada, pp.64, 134, 148, 174, 183.

Lamotte, ibid., p.36.
Cf. the well-known verse in MK 24.18, ya.Q pratityasamutpada.Q
siinyatam lath praCak$mahe, sa prajnaptir upadaya pratipat saiva
madhyama. Also, K. Bhattacharya, E. H. Johnston and A.
,Kunst, The Dialectical Method of Nagarjuna: Vigrahavyavarta11f.
Delhi: Motilal Bansaridass, (2nd.ed) 1986, p.11, iha hi yal;l
pratityabhavo bhavanam sa sii11yata, kasmat, nil;lsvabhavatvat.
Also, G. Nagao, The Foundational Standpoi11t of Madhyamika
Philosophy (J.P. Keenan tr.), Delhi: Satguru Publications, 1989,

p.4ff.

Also cf. the mention of dependent-origination in the
Prajnaparamita literature: "In this manner the Bodhisattva
surveys conditioned co production in SQch a way that he avoids
the duality of the extremes. He surveys it without seeing any
beginning, end or middle. To survey conditioned co production in
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such a manner, that is the special dharma of the Bodhisattva who
is seated on the terrace of enlightenment." Edward Conze (tr\
The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Lines and Its Verse
Summary. Berkeley: The Four Seasons Foundation, 1973, p.271.
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Chr. Lindtner, Nagarju11iana: Studies in the Writillgs alld
Philosophy of Nagarjuna. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990
(reprint), p.280f.

G.M. Nagao, Mlidhyamika and Yogacara, op.cit., p.70, gives a
free translation from the Trilhsika of Vasubandhu (vv .21, pada c
and d.): "When the other-dependent nature obtains a state
absolutely free of the imagined nature, it is then the consummated
nature". Also cf., P. Williams, Mahayana Buddhism: The
Doctrinal Foundations. London: Routledge, 1989, p.85.

12

E.H. Johnston, The Buddhacarita or, Acts of the Buddha. New
Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint, 1972 [originally published 1936],
p.xlviii.

13

E. Lamotte, History of Indian Buddhism from the origins to the
Saka era, op.cit., p.392-398.

Nagao, Madhyamika and Yogacara, op.cit., see the discussion
regarding "Emptiness", p.214f. Also Williams, Mahayana
Buddhism, op.cit., p.86f. Cf. Madhym1tavibhaga, 1.13.

14

Richard H. Robinson, Early Madhyamika in India alld China.
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1978 (reprint), p.50.

15

Candrakirti, in his commentary upon MK 5.8, glosses the word
nirvat)a as: ajara and amara (as well as siinyatli.svabhli.va). The
particular expression "ajara amara" can be traced to the BU
4.4.25, which is accepted as a: pre-Buddhist Upani~ad, where the
Atman i~ said to be: "ajara, amara" etc. This is probably an
instance of Candrakirti using a well known "floating expression"
rather than a case of direct borrowing from the BU, though it
points towards that text. Again, in MK 23.1, Nagarjuna says:
"salikalpaprabhavo rag~ ... " Candrakirti links this statement to a
verse occurring in the Mahavastu (a Vinaya text of the Lokottara
branch of the Mahasaiighikas). A almost identical expression to
MK 23.1 occurs in the Bhagavadgfta 6.24, "salikalpaprabhavan
kaman ... " In BG 6.4 Sankara links the wor.d sartkalpa to the Mbh
(Santi Parva) 177.25, where the verse is almost identical to that
of the Mahavastu quoted by Candrakirti. This is perhaps another
"floating expression'', but this time perhaps pointing in the
Buddhist direction.

16

P. Deussen, The Philosophy of the Upanishads, op.cit., p.25.
Maurice Winternitz expressed the view that the Ma~i(liikya
Upani~ad is probably post-Buddhist; however he does not discuss

6

For more of Nagarjuna's statements about the unchanging nature
of a svabhava, and the consequences of holding such a view, see
for example MK 23. v.24. 24. vv.20-24, 26, 28, 32, 33.

7

Cf. also, 25.2.
Thomas Wood, op.cit., p. 74f., deserves the credit for noticing and
clearly bringing out the fundamental difference between Gaugapada
and Nagarjuna on this important point regarding svabhli.va.

9

BU 4.4.25.

10

There is a clear presentation of the Madhyamaka position in the
article by G.C. Nayak, "Does Sankara Advocate Enlightenment
Through Analysis?: A Reappraisal of the Vedantic Conception of
Enlightenment vis-a-vis the Mlidhyamika" (cf. especially pp. 2431), in S.S. Rama Rao Pappu (ed.). Perspectives on Vedanta:
Essays in Ho11or of Professor P.T. Raju. Leiden: E.J. Brill,
1988.
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the matter in any detail. He repeats what Deussen has said, i.e.,
that Sankara did not cite this Upani~ad in his BSBh, and he is
perhaps influenced by the view of V. Bhattacharya that the MaU
is later than the karikas. M. Winternitz, A Histo1y of Indian
Literature, vol.1. New Delhi: Oriental Books Reprint, 1972 {first
published 1927], p.238f.
17

l8

19

H. Nakamura, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy, Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1983, p.30 and 42.

Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.43.
I am grateful to Professor J.W. de Jong for providing this
information from the third volume of Professor Nakamura's
Ifistory of Em-Jy Vedanta (Tokyo, 1955), p.298.

20

Ibid, p.34, note 37.

21

Ibid .. p.157.
Ibid., p.182.
Lamotte, op.cit, p.596. Candrakirti says that citta, manas,
vijiiana and cctas are synonyms. Cf. P.L. Vaidya (ed),
Madhymnaka.sastram, op.cit., p.132, line 13.
Bh~ttacharya,

op.cit., p.153, n.2., admits that this description of

vijnana as "unborn" (aja) does not accord with Buddhist thought.
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D.T. Suzuki, Studies in the Limkavatara Sutra. London:
Routledge and Kegan P~ul, 1930 <1957 reprint), p.96. /\!so,
A.K. Chatteriee, The Yog!icara Idealism. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1975, p.28. The simile of the firebrand (alalacaJcrn)
occurs regularly in the Lcuikavntarasutrn. Cf., for example, P.L.
Vaidya (ed.), Saddhamwlmika vatarasfitiaw. Buddhist Sanskrit
Texts no. 3. Dharbanga: The Mithila Institute, 1963, p.38, line
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26; p.40, v .155. The simile of the alatacalaa is also found in
the Rmnaym,Ja (Critical Edition, Baroda), vol. 4., 45.12.
26

The word acintya here in GK 4. 52 seems to convey the same idea
as the word anirvacaniya used by later writers.

27

Bhattacharya reads smhsaro nopapadyate.

28

Cf the discussion on karika 2.32 ff. in chapter one, section (2)
"111e Vaitathynprakarm.w".

29

Bhattacharya reads smilvftyil in pada b (rather thanjaym1te).

31

Karikas 4. 61, 62 arc substantially the same as 3. 29, 30.

31

abhUtaparikalpo 'sti, d;;aymi1 tatra na vidyatc/ sunyata vidyate tv
atra, tasymn api sa vidyatd/ 1.1. m ,~unymi1 nilpi cILSilnywil
tasmiit sarvcuil vidhiyatel sartvad asattvat sattvac ea, 111adhymna
pratipac ea sail 1.2. Madhyantavibh aga. G.M. Nagao, in his
Mlidhyarnika and Yogacli.ra, op.cit., p.195, translates these two
verses as follows:

There exists unreal imagination: duaiity does
not exist therein
Emptiness. however, exists in it, and also the
former exists in the latter. (1.1)
Therefore it is stated that all entities are
neither empty nor non-empty
Because of existence. because of nonc:xistence, and again because of existence.
And this is the Middle Path. (1.2)

It is said to be the "middle path", S thiramati says. because:
"... otherwise it would lead to the extremes of that which is
absolutely empty on the one hand; and that which is not empty
on the ot11er." R. Stanley, A Study of the Madhyantavibhl iga-

120

The Method of Early Advaita Vedanta

Gaucjapada'.~

bhli$ya -tika, unpubl ished Ph.D. thesis, Austral ian Nation al
Univers ity, 1988, p.17.
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G.M. Nagao, Madhyamika and Yogacara, op.cit., pJ96.
Ibid., p.80, 137, 195, 197. Stanley, op.cit., p.26.

Williams, Mahayana Buddmsm, op.cit., p.87.
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op.cit., p.57.
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74.
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abhfita bhinive fo' sti, dvayaiil tatra na vidyate l dvayabhavaih sa
buddhvaiva 11imimitto najayat e II

Nagao, op.cit., p.204.
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B.P. Tripath i (genera l Ed.), Vijnapti111atratasiddhi of Acarya
Vasubandhu (Vi1ilsatika with autocommentary and Tri1i1Sika with
the commentary of Sthiramati), Gangan athajha -Granth amala,
vol.V, Varana si: 1972. Trimsi ka v.29, p. 83. Also cf.
Vasubandlm on Vir:hsatika v.17. The foddhalaukika follows from
the lokottara, cf. the comme ntary on Vim5atika v.17. Also, R.
Stanley , A Transla tion of the Vij11aptimatratasiddhi of
Vasubandhu: includin g Vasubandhu's Virpfati ka (and vrtti} and
Tri1psika and Sthiramati's Trirp.sikabh~ya. Unpublished Honour
s
Thesis, Australian Nationa l University, 1983, p.16.
Nagao, op.cit., p.204, 223.
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GKBh 4.87ff., p.252f., line 5f., (tr) p.39lf.

P.L. Vaidya (ed.), A$/asiihasrika Prajiiaparamita. Buddhi st
Sanskr it Texts No. 4. Darbha nga: The Mithila Institute, 1960,
p.211, line 25. Edward Conze (tr), The Perfection of Wisdom in
Eight Thousand Lines and Its Verse Summary, op.cit., p.250.
There is also the express ion in the A§tasiihasrika Prajnaparamita
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Nagao, ibid., p.195.
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Karrnarkar, Gaur;Japiida-Klirikli. op.cit., p.146.
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Bhattac harya, op.cit., p.213f. Thoma s Wood, The Mli.Qc/ii.kya
~pani§ad ~1d the Agama Sastra, op.cit., p. 76f. Richard King,
Ewly Advaita Vedanta and Buddmsm, or.cit., p.191.
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The translation follows D.T Suzuki (tr), 1heLankavatara Sutra: A
Mahayaiia Text. London : Routled ge, 1932, p.186. · P.L. Vaidya
(ed.), Saddhannalmikavatarasutram. Buddhi st Sanskri t Texts no.
3. Dharbanga: The Mithila Institute, 1963, p.87, line 20, etad-hi
bhILJiUUil buddhair bhli-?ante bha.,sayanti ea.

48

V. V. Gokhale, "The Vedant a Philosophy Describ ed by Bbavya in
his MadhyamakaJJrdaya ", op.cit., p.179, Veda.me ea hi yat sii.ktaiil
tat sarva1iJ budd/Jabh~itam.

49

Cf. Williams, Mahayana Buddhism, op.cit., p.31, where he refers
to a sutra that is cited by Santide va; the sfitra says: "Whate ver is
well spoken [subha §ila], all that is the word of the Buddha
[buddhahhlif_;ita]. "
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Much has been made of the statement of salutation in 4.1, as to
whether the words dvipadam varam [vande] are an epithet of the
Buddha. While the expression dvipadam vara is used to refer to
the Buddha, it is also found in the RamayaI}a, (Baroda, critical ed.)
2.76.15, where it refers to Vi~QU, and it is also to be found in the
Nala story (cf. Lanman's Sanskrit Reader, p.16, line 2), as well as
other places in the Mbh as noted by Karmarkar and B.hattachacya.
So, in accord with the RamayaI)a passage just referred to, it could
well be a statement of homage to Vi~QU.

50
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Motilal Banarsidass, 1975 [reprint], p.423.
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T.R.V. Murti, The Ce11tral Philosophy of Buddhism. London:
Allen and Unwin 1974 [reprint], p.115: "On internal evidence
alone, we may treat the Alata [sic] Santi Prak.aral)a of the
Mli.l){lfikya Karikas as an independent work, written most probably
by a Buddhist."
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Cf. the entry by B.N.K. Matilal on "Gau<)apada", in M. Eliade
(ed.), Ellcyclopedia of Religio11, Macmillan and Free Press, 1987.
Notably Thomas Wood, The MiiJ.1{iiikya Upani~ad and the
Agama Sastra, op.cit., p.74f. See the discussion earlier in this
chapter: Gam;lapada and Nagarjuna.
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This juxtaposition of the te1ms nitya and dmva is quite artificial,
for we find that the word drnva is used in the Brhadaral)yaka
Upani~ad (4.4.20) as a description of Brahman, where it
obviously has the sense of "eternal" (nitya).
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Murti, op.cit., p.lOf. While essentially agreeing with Mprti on
this matter, I think we should treat his Absolutistic
interpretations of the Madhyamaka with considerable caution.
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H. Nakamura, "The Vijiianavada Theory as Presented in the

Fourth Chapter of the MaQ~ukyakarika", in V. Raghavan (ed.),
Proceedings of the First International Sanskrit Conference, March
26-31, 1972. Delhi: Ministry of Education and Social Welfare,
1981, Vol.4, p.196.
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T.G. Mainkar, The Making of the ·vedanta. Delhi: Ajanta
Publications, 1980, p.110. Mainkar, in his informative chapter
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"extreme" views represented by V. Bhattacharya, "who thinks that
Gauc;lapada merely reproduces Buddhist philosophical ideas in his
work", and R.D. Karmarkar, who tries to disprove Buddhist
influence as far as possible.
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T.R.V. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, op.cit.,
p.13.

60

(To repeat what was mentioned in a footnote in the previous
chapter:) Gough is of the opinion that: "the unreality of the
world .. .is part and parcel of the philosophy of the Upani~ads"
(p.237). He further says: "The tenant of Maya is ... no modern
invention. The thought, if not the word, is everywhere present in
the Upani~ads, as an inseparable element of the philosophy"
(p.248). Gough and Deussen both refer to the use of the particle
j va ("as it were") and on this point Deussen makes the
noteworthy comment: "Strictly speaking, such an 'as it were' or
iva should be supplied to every page and every line in which the
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(p.158. Also p.228ff.). Cf. A.E. Gough, The Philosophy of the
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published 1906).
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CHAPTER THREE
61

T.R.V. Murti, Jhe Ccntrnl Philosophy of Buddhism, op.cit.,
p.113.

Gau(lapada on Liberation and
the Means to Liberation

(1) Contempl ation based upon the syllable "OM"
In addition to providing insight into the real nature of the Self though

the analysis of the tl1ree states of experience (avasthatrayavicara), the
Mm,1(1ukya Upani~ad also provides a means to assimilate this same truth
through contemplation using the syllable OM. We shall briefly indicate
how this is done. In the eighth mantra, which begins this topic, the
Upani~ad makes the statement that the Self is to be equated with the
syllable OM, and that the letters constituting this syllable, "A", "U" and
"M", arc to be equated with the "quarcers" of the Self. 1 The first quarter,
vai.svanara, i.e., the. waker together with the waking world, is to be
identified with tt1e letter "A"; the second quarter, taijasa, i.e., the dreamer
and the dream world, is to be identified with the letter "U"; and the third
quarter, prajiia, i.e., the sleeper and the causal world, is to be identified
with the letter "M". The Upani~ad presents some reasons for relating
each particular letter with each particular quarter, and it also gives various
results that can accrue from performing a contemplative practice (upasana)
wherein the contemplator gives predominance to one or the other letters
of the syllable OM, but these matters need not concern us. Gam;lapada's
comment<; to these passages, in karikas nineteen through to twenty-three,
do not add much to what has been given in the Upani~ad. Klirika twentytwo, however, is reminiscent of karika five which praised (as pllalasmti)
the knowledge of the three states, but here the praise is directed towards
the "great sage" who understands the equation of the three states and the
three letters.
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In the following karika he says:

The letter "A" leads [the contemplator] to the
waker (visva), the letter "U" leads to the
dreamer (taijasa), and the letter "M" to the
sleeper (prajiia). There is no reaching That
which has no letter (amatra). [1.231
This karika introduces the twelfth mantra, the final passage of the
Upani~ad, which says that the "Fourth" (caturtha) "has no letter"
(amatra). Here the Upani~ad once again describes the Fourth as.: "outside
the range of empirical dealings, the cessation of the phenomenal world
and non-dual". Thus the three letters of OM are to be equated with the
three states of experience. The "non-letter" of the OM is the silence from
which the sound "OM" emerges, by which that sound is sustained, and
into which the sound resolves; and that awarcful silence is to be directly
equated with the Fourth "quarter" of the Self, i.e., the Self in its real
nature. So we have:
(1) the letter "A" represents the first "quarter" of the Self, i.e., the waker
together with the waking world (virat).
(2) the letter "U" represents the second "quarter" of the Self, i.e., the
dreamer together with the dream world (hirmJyagarbha).

(3) the letter "M" represents the third "quarter" of the Self, i.e., the
sleeper together with the subtle causal condition (!.frara).
(4) the silence is the fourth "quarter" of the Self, the Absolute Self, the
twfya.

The Upani~ad teaches that the contemplation upon OM, when
understood in the manner outlined, is a means (prakiya) for
enlightenment When the syllable OM is uttered, the contemplator sees
and disappears into. the silence, the
how the sound "OM"·
undisturbed. In the same way,
should appreciate that what is represented by the letters,
the
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i.e., the three cosmic states, arise, persist and disappear in the acosmic
(11i$prapm1ca) turiya: .the underlying awareful silence, the pure Awareness,
which remains ever untouched by phenomena. In the words of To(aka,
the disciple of Sankara, the contemplator should come to the direct
understanding: "The three states do not belong to Me. I am always the
Fourth (turiya)." 2
Thus the contemplation using the syllable OM as a support
(alambana) is a means to become imbued with the understanding of
Advaita. The method on which this contemplation is based is
"superimposition and subsequent negation" (adhyaropapavada). 3 It is not
possible to proceed directly to the unknown without taking the help of
the known. Accordingly, the Upani$ad first identifies the three states and
their corresponding macrocosms with the Self; then in mantra seven, and
again in mantra twelve, it negates the three microcosms along with their
macrocosms in order to reveal t11e absolute and untouched 'nature of the
Self. All states, comprising waker, dreamer and sleeper, together with
their corresponding macrocosms, are finally to be seen as
superimpositions upon the unconditioned Self. The states are therefore
the Self, for what is superimposed does not exist apart from its
substratum. The states are the apparently limiting conditions (upadhi) of
the Self. The Self 'as such, however, is intrinsically distinct, or
"untouched", by the states, since what is superimposed does not affect the
locus of the superimposition. The Self as such is intrinsically free from
the superimposed limiting conditions (nirupiidbika). So in Advaita,
enlightenment consists in the apprehension the real (satya) and the
negation of the unreal. Such negation does not involve the physical
destruction of the unreal, but it is the appreciation of the apparent nature
of things; it is akin to the knowledge that the blueness of the sky is
unreal, i.e., it is apparent, but not truly existing (mithya).
"Enlightenment" in Advaita Is the direct and existi(ntial understanding (nr
insight) of what is real (satya) and what is mithya. It d.oes not depend
upon a trance-like condition involving the 1mspension..Gf awareness, such
as the 11hvikalpasamadl1i (asa.mprajiiatasamadhi) spoken of in Pataiijali's
Yogasntra. 4 Nor is the real something to be leached (p11!pya), for since it
it is already present (nityasiddha); .it is therefore something to be
is
understood as it is. As Gaw;lapada says: "There is no reaching That which
has no letter (amiltra)."
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The contemplation upon OM as presented in the Mlil;l{liikya and the
Karikli does not simply involve the repetition of the syllable OM. Nor is
it a meditation in the yogic sense of requiring the total suspension of
cognition (cittavrltinirodha). It is rather a contemplation that is imbued
throughout with understanding, for the contemplator has the knowledge of
the equivalence of the three letters of OM and the three states of
experience, and.knows too the identity between the silence of the amatra
and the turiya. Such a contemplation functions as a means to assist in
the direct apprehension, or the direct understanding that: "I am the tunya ".
This is evident from the way the Upani~ad concludes: "Thus OM is indeed
the Self. The one who knows thus, enters the Self by himself. "5
Gam;laplida concludes his first chapter with six verses prescribing and
praising rrieditation upon OM. He says:
One should know OM in relation to the
quarters [of the Self]. There is no doubt that
the quarters are the letters. Having known
OM in terms of each of the quarters, one
should not think of anything [else]. [1.24]
The statement, "one should not think of anything [else]", is a quotation
from the Bhagavadgfta, in the sixth chapter where meditation is taught.
There it is said: "having centred the mind on the Self, one should not
think of anything [else]" (6.25).
Gam;lapada further speaks of contemplation based upon the syllable
OM:
Fix your mind upon PraIJava [the syllable
OM]. Pr8.1Java is Brahman, in which there is
no fear. There is no fear anywhere for one
who is ever focused on PraIJava. [1.25]
The expression "fix your mind" (yuiijita) is also likely to have been
taken from the sixth chapter of the Bhagavadglm, where it is said: "The
yogi should constantly concentrate (yufljita) himself (i.e. the mind)"
(6.10). Similarly, the expression "ever focused" (nityayukta) occurs
regularly in the Glta.6 The expression that Brahman is "without fear"
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(nirbhaya) echoes the Taittiriya Upani~d where it is said: "Whenever one
is fearlessly established in this [Brahman] which is unperceivable,
incorporeal, inexpressible and without support, then he becomes fearless"
(2.7.1); as well as the Brhadarru,iyaka Upani~ad where Yajiiavalkya says
to Janaka: "You have attained That which is free from fear" (4.2.4).
Prm.iava [OM] is indeed the lower Brahman

and PraIJa va is considered to be the higher
Brahman. PraIJava is without prior, without
interior or exterior, without posterior,
changeless. [1.26]
The syllable OM stands for the "lower Brahman" (aparabrahman) as well
as the "higher Brahman" (parabrahmm1).7 The "lower" Brahman is
represented by the manifest sound of OM, while the "higher", or
unconditioned Brahman, is revealed as the silence of the amatra. The
amatrli, the silence that is pure Awareness, is none other than the· turiya,
and it is the amatra "part" of OM that Gam;lapada refers to in the second
line of the klirika when he says that OM is: "without prior, without
interior or exterior, without posterior, changeless". This statement is a
quotation from the Brhadlirm.1yaka Upani~d: "Brahman is without prior or
posterior, without interior or exterior" (2.5.19). Sankara, in commenting
upon this passage of the Brl1adaraIJyaka, says that the words "without
prior or posterior" mean that Brahman is without either a cause or an
effect. 8 The word "changeless" (avyaya) occurs fairly frequently in the
Upani~ads, as well as in the Bhagavadglta, in the context of describing
the nature of Brahman or Atman. 9
Gam;lapada says that Pr8.1Java is the "beginning, middle and the end of
everything" [1.27]. He then says:
One should know Prm:iava to be the Lord who
is present in the heart of all. Having
understood the all pervading OM, a wise
person does not grieve. [1.28]
In these two karikas, it would seem that Gau~apada is referring to I svara,
the aparabrahman referred to in karika twenty-six, who is to be identified
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with the manifest sound of OM. Gauc;lapada's expression, "the Lord who
is present in the heart of all" is an adaptation of the statement in the
Bhagavadgita where Kr~Qa says, "I am seated in the heart of all" (15.15).
The expression, "Having known ...a wise person does not grieve" occurs a
number of times in the Katha Upani~ad. 10 Lastly, referring to the
parabrahman, the amatra of the OM, he says:
The person who knows that OM is without
letter [sound], yet has infinite letters [sounds],
that it is the cessation of duality and
auspicious, such a person is a sage and no one
else. [1.29]
Here he repeats the teaching of the twelfth mantra, combining the two
expressions of that mantra: "the cessation of the phenomenal world"
(prapaiicopasama) and "non-dual" (advaita), into a single statement:
"cessation of duality" (dvaitasyopa§ama).

(2) Asparsa yoga - the yoga of "no-contact"
There are two principal occasions in the remaining klirikas where
Gau<.I.apii.da discusses the nature of liberation and its means. The first
occurs at the close of the second chapter, where Gauc;1apada briefly refers to
this topic from verses thirty-five to thirty-eight. The next is at the end of
the third chapter, and here Gauc;lapii.da treats the topic more extensively,
from verses thirty-one to forty-eight. After discussing the verses from the
second chapter, we shall proceed to examine those from the third chapter
where we will also observe how the commentators have understand these
particular verses.
Introducing the topic of the required discipline (sadhana) for the
knowledge of the Self, Gauc;1apada says:
This [turiya-Self], which is non-dual, free
from all division (nirvikalpa), where there is
the cessation of the phenomenal world, is seen
by sages who are free from attachment, fear
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and anger, and who have a thorough
know1edge of the Veda. [2.35]
The subject of this verse is the pronoun "this" (ayam), which is also
used in some of the immediately preceding verses, and it refers in all
these instances to the turiya -Self. V. Bhattacharya takes the subject of
the verse to be prapaiicopa§ama and he translates: "This cessation of the
expansion of the universe" 11 ; but such a translation is not correct,
because the expression prapaiicopasama is used in the Mal}r,liikya (in
mantras 7 and 12) as a bahuvrfhi compound describing the tunya. So the
proper subject of the verse is ayam, which refers to Atman, and
prapaiicopafama ("where there is the cessation of the phenomenal
world") is a bahuvrihi compound describing this pronominal subject. 12
11 may be noted that the adjectives describing the turiya -Self: "nondual" (advaya), "free from all division" (nirvikalpa) and the ground of the
"cessation or the phenomenal world" (prapmicopasama), show that the
turfya -Self is inherently all of the above. The turiya, by its very nature,
is advaya, nirvikalpa and prapaiicopasama, and it does not become nondual etc. through the performance of any action on the part of the seeker.
That is why knowledge is emphasised in traditional Advaita; and what is
meant by "knowledge" is the direct and immediate apprehension
(aparok$ajiiana) that one's essential nature is the pure Awareness, turiyaSelf. Such a knowledge, or insight, is. indicated by the word "seen", a
word that is reminiscent of the well-known statement of Yajnavalkya t<?
MaitreyI: "The Self has to be seen; it has to be heard of, reflected on and
contemplated upon." 13 In the above verse Gau<;lapli.da gives two
qualifications for this knowledge, the first refers to the seeker's mental and
emotional fitness, and it consi.sts of freedom from "attachment, fear and
anger". This expression, "free from attachment, fear and anger"
(vitaragabhayakrodha), is found twice in the Bhagavadgitli (2.56 and 4. 10)
and it is obvious that Gauc;lapada is citing the Gita here. 14 Gam,lapii.da's
second qualification has to do with traditional learning. The expression,
"a thorough knowledge of the Veda" (vedaparaga), which Can also be
found in the Manusmrti, 15 is a clear statement of the centrality of the
Veda to Gauc;1apada's thinking. To have "a thorough knowledge of the
Veda" (literally to have "gone to the further shore" of the Veda) would
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entail a knowledge of the Upani~ads which are (mostly) located at the end
of their respective VecJa.1 6
The next verse deals more specificall y with the practice of
contemplation:
Therefore, having known t11is [Self] to be
thus, one should fix one's attention on nonduality. Having become established in nonduality, one should behave among people as if
a fool. (2.36]
The expression, "Therefore, having known this [Self] to be thus", occurs
in the Bhagavadgit11 (2.25). And the expression, "one should behave
among people as if a fool", can be seen in Manusmrti: " .. .let a wise
man, though he knows [the answer], behave among men as [if he were]
an idiol." 17
The above karika contains two injunctions, the first is an injunction
to contemplation, "fix one's attention on non-duality", and the second is
an injunction about conduct, "one should behave ... as if a fool." What is
the necessity of tlle first of these injunctions? The function of the gerund
"having known" is to indicate that something has occurred prior to the
action of the main verb, which here contains the injunction about fixing
the attention. 18 So if the Self is already known, what is the need of the
injunction concerning fixing the attention? Though the commenta ry
ascribed to Sankara does not clarify this issue, the sub-comm entators
explain that verse thirty-six is addressed to those people who have
understood the purport of the Vedanta, i.e., the Upani~ads, and who may
even be scholars, but who do not have a firm conviction about nonduality because of the strength of mental impression s pertaining to
erroneous knowledge (111ithyaj1J.a11a). These people, who have some kind
of mental impression s which are working counter to the Upani~adic
teaching and tlleir own reflection upon it, arc advised to fix their attention
upon non-duality, i.e., to contemplate upon non-duality, in order to make
firm tlleir understanding of non-duality .19 Thm, the sub-commentators see
this verse as providing an advice on how to remove obstruction s to
Advaitic understand ing, and they say that the injunction s have a
restrictive function. 20 An injunction is said to be restrictive
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(niyamavidhi) when it limits a person to one thing when an alternative is

available.~!

The first injunction is restrictive in tllat it enjoins the
person to fix the attention on non-duality rather than upon something
else, namely duality, and the purpose of so doing is to counteract the
habitual, but enoneous notions (viparftabhavana) of duality; and thereby
over time to become firmly grounded (to gain niHha) in the direct
understand ing of the non-dual Self. The second injunction is also
restrictive, in so far as it ordains one way of behaviour when an
alternative could also be possible; the idea is that such people ought not
make a display of their wisdom, learning;, virtue etc. 22
The nex.t verse gives a further injunction concerning tllc behaviour of
such a person (jiiani):
The ascetic, disassociat ed from praise and
salutation, disassociated from rites with regard
to the auccstors, having an unfixed abode,
should depend entirely upon circumstan ces.
[2.37]

111is verse also occurs in the Naradaparivrajaka Upani~ad.2 3 Evidently
Gam;lapada tllinks that such a person would already be, or would become,
an ascetic (yati): free from ritual obligations and depending upon
circumstances as they unfold according to one's prarabdl1akarma. The
commenta ry ascribed to Sankara gives an unusual, but interesting ,
explanation of the compound "calacalanikcta" which would nonnally
mean "having no fixed abode". Sankara interprets the phrase as, "having
the body and the Self as the support", and explains that cala refers to the
body which is constantly undergoing change while acala refers to the
changeless Atman. He says:
"whenever, under the influence of ordinary activities such as
eating etc., he forgets his own support, i.e., his essential
nature, the reality of the Self which is unchanging (acala)
like space, and thinks of himself as "I", then he has the
changing (cala) body as his support. Thus the knower of
the truth has botll the changing and the unchanging as his
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support, whereas lthe person who does not know] has only
external objects as support."2 4

Gam;lapada concludes the second chapter with a verse describing the
liberated person (jivanmukta) and he gives a final advice to such a person
never to lose sight of the truth:
Having seen the Reality within and seeing the
Reality externally, becoming identified with
Reality and finding delight in il. one should
not fall away from Reality. l2.38]

As mentioned, there arc a number of verses at the end of t11c U1ird
book which discuss the nature of liberation and sa.Jhaiia. Introducing the
topic Gam;lapada firstly presents two karikas [3. 29, 30] which occur in
virtually identical form in the fourth chapter [4. 61, 62] as well; these
verses resemble Yogacara in the way they equate the relation between
subject (grahaka) and object (grilhya) to the functioning of the mind, on
analogy with the way the mind constructs an unreal subject-objec t
relation in dream. Having thus equated duality with the functioning of
the mind, Gaur,lapada proceeds to speak about non-duality and the nature of
liberation. Corrnncncing the topic, he says:
This duality - comprising whatever is moving
or stationary - is seen by the mind. When the
mind becomes "no mind'' duality is not
perceived." 5 [3.'.\1]
What arc we to understand by the enigmatic expression "no-mind"?
Gau\lapa.Ja makes this clearer in the next verse:
When, as a consequence of the knowledge of
Uiereali!y that is the Self, [the mind] does not
conceptually create [the distinction of subject
and object], [the mind] then goes to the state
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of being "no-mind". In the absence of [an
object] to be perceived, it does not perceive
[an object], [3.32]
The first t11ing to be noticed here, and in the seven verses that follow, is
that Gaur,lapada is not prescribing a spiritual practice (sadhmia) intended to
take t11e practitioner to enlightenment. What is described in these verses
is the "state" of the jiiani, the state of enlightenment itself. This is so,
because everyt11ing follows from the initial statement: "as a consequence
of the knowledge of the reality that is the Self" (atmasatyanubodllena).
.. 26
.
.
.
.
Everything to be told is subsequent to this knowledge, not pnor to it.
Therefore the "mind" of the jiianI is t11e topic elaborated in karikas 3239, but not a practice for enlightenment.
As a result of the knowledge of the reality that is the Self the mind
docs not "conceptually create" (na saiikalpayatc). What is meant by the
expression that it does not "conceptually create"? What seems to be
meant here is that the mind does not create a factual distinction of "I" and
"this". Anandagiri explains that sa1ikalpa means the "transactiona l
nature of the mind", and this is interpreted to be the everyday mind. 27 In
other words, in t11e ordinary functioning of the mind there is the
construction of an ego subject, the transactional "self", which stands in a
dualistic relationship to whatever it perceives. So smikalpa can be
understood as the mind's construction of the ego-subject and t11e resulting
division between the subject (grahaka) and the object of cognition
(grahya). According to Advaita, the mind has two modes of operation:
the first is the subject of transactional life, called aha1hvrtti (tl1e "!"thought), and the second is the cognition that represents any ext,emal
object of perception to the subject, this second type of cognitive act is
called as idmilv[tti (literally, "this"-thought); both types of cognitive
activity are illumined by the invariable Self that is pure Awareness. 28
Therefore, bot11 t11e notion of the ego "I", and the consequent idea of "notI", are the construction of the mind and do not belong to the illumining
Awareness as such. Gam,lapada says that when there is t11e knowledge of
the turiya -Self, the pure Awareness, and as a result the mind does not
construct the ego-based grilhaka-grahya relationship, the mind becomes
"no-mind". Putting it another way, in language more recognisable to
later Advaita discourse, we can say tlrnt when the pure Awareness-Self is
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known, the transacti onal subject- object relation, which is due to the
operation of the mind, is seen a<; mithya only; while the "substratum" of
the mind, the pure Awaren ess, is recognis ed as the single reality
underlying the transactional subject-object relation. 29
In the last quarter of the verse Gauc.Iapada says: "In the absence of [an
object] to be perceived, it does not perceive [an object]." This part of the
verse is almost identica l to a part of a verse from the Trhhsik a of
Vasubartdlm. 30 GaucJapada appears to be saying somethin g akin to the
Yogacara, but we can see that the resembl ance is rather superfic ial, for
once again, as GamJapada reveals his detailed knowled ge of the Mahaya na
and brings Vedanta into the philosop hical milieu dominat ed at his time
by Mahaya na thought, he still unmistakably differen tiates Vedanta from
Buddhism when he says: "as a consequence of the knowled ge of the reality
that is tlie Self'. In making it clear that non-dua lity is because of the
knowled ge of the Self, Gau\lapa da shows that he is in the Upani~adic
tradition and that his teaching of non··duality is not to be construe d as the
same as Yogacar a. Nonethe less, when he makes use of a variety of
quotations from t11e Buddhis t texts, and we can see evidence of one such
referenc e in the above verse, I suspect that the Advaita commen tators
from Sa1ikara onwards were a little nonpluss ed. They did not have the
same close familiarity with Buddhist literature as did GaucJapada, and they
possibly failed to recognis e in the karika before them the oblique
quotatio n from a Mahaya na text. This accounts for their difficult y in
explaini ng such pa<>Sages, as well as for the reticence of later Advaitins to
quote these karikas. The final statement of the karika: "In the absence of
[an object] to be perceive d, it does not perceive [an object]" is an
elaborat ion of the preceding word "no-mind". The idea seems to be that
when, through Self-knowledge, tlle whole subject- object operation of the
mind is known to be mithya and pure Awaren ess is known to be the
reality of everything, since nothing exists as "other" to Awareness, the
mind stops grasping at things as "other''. 31
Gau<)apada next says that the pure Awaren ess, the substrat um of
mind, should be recognised as Brahman:
They say tliat the Awarene ss that is without
concept ual construc tions, unborn, is not
differen t from that which is to be known.
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Brahman, unborn and eternal, is what is to be
known. One knows the unborn through the
unbom. 32 [3. 33.]
Gam;lapada refers to the pure Awaren ess (jiiana) that is, by its very
nature, free from the conceptu al thought construc tions of subject and
object, as "unborn " (aja). 33 Gau\lap ada previou sly used the word
"unborn" in the context of the turlya, in 1.16, and it would be correct to
understa nd the same meaning expresse d here. He then says that this
essentia l Awaren ess is: "not differen t from that which is to be known"
(jiieyabllinna). 34 The expectat ion as to what is to be known is satisfied
in the second sentence when he says that Brahma n is what is to be
known.35 This expressi on, that Brahma n is "to be known" (jiieya),
occurs also in the Bhagavadgita (13.12) and that is the likely source of its
usage here.36 What Gam;lapada says is that one's essentia l Awarene ssnature is inherent ly free from thought construc tions (nirvika lpa) and
unborn and is none other than Brahman.
The last sentence, "One knows the unborn through the unborn" , is in
reply to an unstated question: "how is Brahman known?" The answer is
that Brahma n is self-reve aling. The referenc e to Brahma n as "to be
known" (jiieya) must be a metapho rical usage, for otherwis e Brahma n
would become an object, and if Bral1man, the ultimate subject, the pure
Awaren ess in whose light everything stands revealed, itself becomes an
object, then the question may be a~ked: to whom would it be an object?
Gau\lap ada says that as Brahma n is Awaren ess by its very nature,
Bralima n does not require another Awareness in order to be revealed, any
more than the sun requires another light for its illumination. Sankara 's
commen t makes the Advaita perspective on this matter clear: "the idea is
that because [Brahma n-Atman ] is ever a mass of uniform [or simple]
Awarene ss, it does not depend upon another Awarene ss [in order to be
revealed]." 37
Having said that the Awaren ess, the substrat um of the mind, is
Brahma n, Gau(,lapada now distingu ishes between the mind that has
become "no-mind" and the condition of a person in the state of deep sleep,
where the division of subject and object is temporarily annulled:
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The condition of the mind which is restrained,
free from conceptual constJ.11ctions, awarcful,
has to be understood. The [condition of the
mind] in sleep is different, it is not the same
as that [restrained mind free from conceptual
constructions, etc.]. [3. 34]
After asserting this difference, Gauc;lapada explains the point further in the
next karika. Before we proceed, we may pause to consider what
Gam;lapada means by the word "restrained" (nig[hfta). He has just said, in
verse thirty-two, that the mind becomes "no-mind" through the
knowledge of the reality that is the Self, while in the present verse he
refers to the mind being "restrained", which seems to imply control in a
yogic sense (i.e. cittavrttinirodha). However the control of the mind
about which Gam;lapada speaks is not brought about though suppression
of the mind, as it is in Pataiijali's system of yoga, but it takes place
when, as a result of the Self-knowledge spoken of in verse thirty-two, the
mind does not create the false dfvision of subject and object, and in the
absence of the notion of a real object the mind becomes peaceful and
restrained. 38 The word "restrained" does, nonetheless, convey the idea that
there is some discipline involved, that there is the deliberate cultivation
of a certain type of "mind" subsequent to knowledge. Perhaps we can see
an exemplification of such a mind, restrained through Self-knowledge, in
the recent example of the life of RamaQa Mahar~i (1879-1950) of
AruQacala (Tiruvannamalai) who wrote, in the last verse of his Sanskrit
work Upadesasara: "Tbe shining forth of one's inherent nature, without
the thought of the ego "I": this is the great austerity (tapas). This is the
word of Rama:Qa. "39
In the following verse Gam,lapada gives the reason for the difference
between the enlightened mind and the mind resolved in sleep:
For in deep sleep the mind disappears. The
restrained mind does not disappear. That
[restrained] mind is indeed Brahman which is
free from fear and which has the light of
Awareness all around. 40 [3. 35]
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In karika 1.13 (discussed in section one of chapter one) Gauqapada stated
that while the non-perception of duality is common to both the sleeper
and the Atman, they differ in that the sleeper is connected to the nonapprehension of reality, or ignorance, which is the "seed" of the other
two states, while the Atman has no connection to either nonapprehension or to misapprehension. The state of deep sleep and the
Atman also differ in that the sleeper does not know anything at all
whereas "the turya is always all-seeing" (1.12). This means that tl1e
turiya is present during all three states, illumining equally the presence of
cognitive states in waking and dream, as well as their absence in deep
sleep. Although the Self does not vary in any state, during sleep the
mind "disappears" (Jiyate) and is therefore unable to reflect the Self. In
the waking state the mind is present, and when the errors of nonapprehension and misapprehension of reality are removed by Selfknowledge, the waking mind then reveals Brahman without any
obstJ.·uclion.
In the following three verses Gam;lapada further describes Brahman, as
it is revealed in the restrained mind of the jiianI. He says:
It is unborn, in which there is neither "sleep"
,nor "dream", it is without name or form, evereffulgent, omniscient - there is no figurative
expression here at all. [3. 36]
In 1.16 Gau<,lapada referred to the tu.riya as: "unborn, in which there is
neither 'sleep' nor 'dream'" (ajam m1idram asvapnam), and these words
convey the same sense here as well: the word "sleep" is a metaphor for
·the non-apprehension of reality, while "dream" is a metaphor for the
misapprehension of reality. 41 Gau<,lapada then further describes Brahman
as revealed in the restrained mind of the jiianI. He says that Brahman is:
Samadhi, beyond all expression, above all
thought, completely calm, ever-effulgent,
motionless, without fear. 42 [3. 37]
Regarding the word samadhi, Sankara provides two explanations, he says:
"samadl1i, because [Brahman] can be known from the understanding
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arising out of samadhi. "Alternatively, he says: "samadhi is that in which
one is resolved" .43 The first explanation is somewhat more "yogic" in its
orientation, as it says that Brahman can be known through an
understanding arising out of samadhi. The second explanation is, I
believe, more in keeping with the verse, which describes Brahman as
samadhi itself, not as something to be gained from a particular condition
of the mind called "samadhi ".
These alternative explanations of the word "samadhi" are an indication
that there probably existed different views on the subject of the
attainment of the knowledge of Brahman well before the time of
MaiJ<;lanamisra and Sankara. I will take this opportunity to make a few
remarks on the concept of samadhi and spiritual experience. The view of
Mai)<;lana -which Vacaspatimisra, in his celebrated commentary on the
Brahmasutrabha$ya of Sankara, Bhamatl, adopted, popularised and
explicitly syncretised with Patanjalayoga- is essentially that Bral1rnan
knowledge arises only out of a long and sustained process of rneditation. 44
This would accord in general with the first definition given above and it is
this view that has become more or less dominant in Advaita circles,
especially in the last hundred years. 45 While it is difficult to objectively
describe what "samadhi" actually is, as it is a personal and necessarily
"private" experience, there are a number of difficulties about the concept
itself. One difficulty is with the way the term has been adopted, from a
yogic or Tantra-yogic milieu, and invested with a new meaning in
Advaita Vedanta. Certainly the word smnadhi, as it is used in some
Advaita circles at the present time, is given an entirely different meaning
from what it has in the Yogasii.tras of Pataiijali. 46 In the former, it is
seen to be the means to gain the realisation of the non-dual Self, while in
the dualistic system of Pataiijalayoga it is the way to "burn up" the
subliminal seeds of erroneous knowledge, so that the individual puru~a
can remain in its true condition, free from contact with prak[ti. Although
samadhi in Advaita Vedanta and Pataiijalayoga are interpreted in such
different ways, the practice of meditation with the aim of reaching
samadhi, as espoused by not a few teachers of Advaita, is basically
equivalent to the cultivation of samadhi in the yoga tradition. Yet how
can the very same practice be accepted as having such different goals?
There is also the problem that the word samadhi has been reified to
the extent that it embodies a "mystical" state of consciousness which is
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seen .t? he the goal of all spiritual practice, as it forms the necessary
~ond1t10n for the realisation of Brahman. In the literature extolling the
importance samadhi the word is frequently translated as "super-

consciousness", a meaning that has nothing to do with the etymology of
the word smnadhi. Such translations succeed only in further conditioning
the seeker by fostc1ing an imagination as to what Self-knowledge is like,
and what is its precondition. The problem with this whole enterprise is
that ~e seeker then assiduously tries to cultivate a particular type of
expenence, the nature of which is in the imagination, and this is done at
the cost of neglecting the Self that, according to the Advaita of Sankara is
simply Awareness itself. In short, the whole search for a "mystic~l"
sarnadhi experience can be a mistaken adventure, in that it can amount to
an ignorant denial of the Self, for in searching for an experience of the
Self the searcher overlooks the fact - and the teaching of this fact is made
explicit in such Upani~ads as Brhadanu.iyaka and Kena - that Brahman, the
ultimate s~bject, pure Awareness, cannot be experienced objectively like
a sense object, because il is Experience itself.
According to the second explanation in the commentary, i.e.,
"samadhi is that in which one is resolved", Gaugapada is using the word
sa.rnadlli as a description of the nature of Brahman, rather than the idea
that Brahman is to be gained through a samadhi experience. In this
~ntcr_Ixetation, which seems to be the one the commentator prefers
JUdgmg from his introduction to the following verse ("Since it was said
that Brahman itself is samadhi, motionless, without fear ... "), Brahman is
said to be samadhi itself, just as the turiya -Self was described earlier as
"free fron: all division" (nirvikalpa) (2.35). According to this
understandmg, the turfya -Self is inherently nfrvikalpa and as such it is
"samadhi" by nature. What this rneaIJs is that the turlya -Self, as pure
Awareness, is Experience per se (mwbhfitisvarupa), or in the words of the
Brhadilra~1yaka Upani$ad: "This Self, the experiencer of everything
(sarvanubl1i1J;i), is Brahman" (2.5.19). In this statement ()f the Upani~ad
tl1e Self 1s presented as Experience itself. Thus there are two views in
Advaita, and at a certain level they are quite divergent: the first, more
"yogic" view, advocates realisation through the cultivation of a samadhi
experience; the second takes its stand on the Self as self-revealino
Awareness, as Experience per se, and while it does not deny the value 0~
meditation, it looks somewhat critically upqn the samadhi -oriented
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search for a special experience of the Self. I believe that the latter view
accords more closely with the teachings of Sankara and his disciples. In
the following chapters there will be further occasion to refer to this issue.
The next verse completes this topic, which began at verse thirty-two
and which describes Brahman as revealed in the restrained mind of the
jiiani. This verse says:
Where there is no thought, there is neither
getting, nor giving up. Then Awareness rests
in Itself, it is without birth and uniform. [3.
38]
The word "where", in the phrase "Where there is no thought", refers to
Brahman, for Brahman was described in the preceding verse as "above all
thought". 47 So in Brahman, the Awareness that is "interior" to thought,
there is no movement toward anything nor away from anything, for such
movement is the result of thought. Brahman is the changeless
Awareness that illumines the movement of the mind and, as the final
subject, is free from all distinctions. Sankara glosses the words "getting"
(or "grasping") (graha) and "giving up" (ut.sarga) by the terms "acquiring"
(upadana) and "abandoning" (hana); these terms arc regularly found in his
other,works and they are a fairly standard expression about the nature of
the Atman in the works of his disciples as well. The expression that
the Self can be neither "acquired nor abandoned" is yet a further indication
that according to Gau<,lapli.da, Sankara and other Advaita authors, the
nature of the Self is not something to be "gained", but rather it should be
recognised as the constant luminous substratum in all particular
experience. Through Self-knowledge, Awareness is "seen", or" directly
known" to be resting in Itself (atmasam.stham), i.e., resting in its own
inherent nature. The phrase "rests in Itself" (atmasmn.sthmn) is an echo
of the same phrase from the Bhagavadgita (6.25). 48 "Die last words of tl1e
verse, "it is without birth and uniform" (ajati smnatam gatam), recall the
proposition put forward at the beginning of the third chapter ("Therefore I
will tell that which is not pitiable, which is without birth and uniform.
[So that one understands]: nothing is born, even while things are born all
around." 3.2) and these words indicate, according to Saii.kara and his sub-
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commentator s, that the topic dealing with the knowledge of the reality
that is the Self is now brought to a close.
Gau<,lapada refers to what has been spoken of in these verses (32-38)
as A.sparfayoga, "the yoga of no-contact". He says:
[This], called "Aspar§ayoga ", is difficult for
all the yogis to understand. Indeed, yogis are
afraid of it, seeing fear where there is no fear.
[3. 39]
What docs Gau(,lapacta mean by the expression "Aspar.fayoga ", and how
docs it differ from the practice of yoga as generally understood? Sankara
says tha1 the emphatic particle "vai ", occurring alongside the other
pm 'icle nama in the verse, indicates that Asparfayoga is something
"well-known" in the Upani~ads. 49 However he does not say where in the
Upani~ads such an expression can be found. The absence of finding such
an expression in the Upani~ads has led some writers to doubt that this
commentary is one of Sankara's authentic works.5° Although the term
aspanfa (non-contact) may not be very evident in the Upani~ads, the word
"asaiiga "(unattached) is highly prominent in the Brhadar81Jyaka Upani~ad,
The term asparfa, which Sankara understands to refer to the absence of
any "relation" (sambandha), essentially conveys the same idea as the word
asruiga. Therefore I do not think that the tenn aspar§a is as mysterious as
some would make out, and the commentator quite possibly thought that
the meaning of asparsa, as a synonym for asmiga, would be evident to
those who are well-versed in the.Upani~ads. 51 Tue word asparsa, like the
word a.smiga, is therefore a description of the very nature of the Self. In
the fourth chapter, Gau<,lapada uses the term "asa.Iiga" a number of times
as a description of the nature of Consciousness.52
V. Bhattacharya , in a long note to the only other occuffence of the
word Aspar.fayog a in the Gau(iapada karika (at 4.2), considers the
possibility that it refers to the asarriprajnata samadhi of the Yogasiitra,
and he points out that Vidyarar:iya (c. 1296-1386 CE) in the Paiicadasr
(2.28) equates it with nirvikalpa .samadhi. His own suggestion, however,
is that it refers to the last of the nine stages of meditation taught in some
Buddhist texts. 53 Thus he equates it with a type of yogic practice in
which there is suppression of all mental· properties. T.M.P. Mahadevan
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also believes that it means a yogic practice, equivalent to what is taught
in the Yogasutra of Pataiijali. 54 Nonetheless, and even in spite of
Vidyaraina's equating it with nirvikalpa samadhi, I believe that
AspaLfayoga is not the same as the discipline of the "suppression of the
modification s of the mind" (cittavrttinirodha) taught by Pataiijali. The
so called AsparSa.yoga is not a practice for "enlightenment" because, as
mentioned earlier, the Aspar5ayoga follows from Self-knowledge, whereas
That
yoga is understood to be the means for Self-knowle dge.
verse
from
evident
is
"practice"
of
dimension
a
has
also
Asparsayoga
thirty-four (supra) where Gam;lapada speaks of the "condition of the mind
which is restrained (11igrhita), free from conceptual construction s
(nirvik:Jlpa)." But that it is not the same as what is generally understood
as 11irvikalpa smnadhi is also evident from his use in that verse of the
word "awareful" (dhimat), which indicates that the mental modification s
are not completely suppressed, as they are in nirvikalpa samadhi. 55
Asparfayog a is to abide in the knowledge of the non-dual Self
(jiiwani$ti)8) ; it is a practice in so far as it consists in holding the mind
in the knowledge of one's true non-dual nature. Asparfayoga is the
author's nomenclatur e for all that was spoken of in verses 32-38, and
these verses are mostly a description of Brahman, as revealed in the
restrained mind of the jiiani. The commentato r too understands
.Aspar§ayoga a<> referring to the very nature of Brahman itself. 56
The second line of the verse: "Indeed, yogis are afraid of it, seeing fear
where there is no fear" is an introduction to the remaining verses of the
chapter. This statement serves to distinguish the above teaching from
ordinary yoga. Gauc;!apada docs not say outtight why yogis arc afraid of
it, but it would seem that dualists are referred to here, and Sankara says
that they fear this yoga because they sec in it the destruction of their
individuality .57 Having thus differentiated his teaching from ordinary
yoga, he then clearly brings fortl1 the distinction by describing the
practice of these yogis. He says:
For all yogis, freedom from fear depends upon
restraining the mind, as docs destrnci:ion of
sorrow, spiritual awaK1c:mng, and ,~..,,~,.1,.><t·m
peace. [3. 40]
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GaurJapada says the practice of yoga is concerned with controlling the
mind. But this is not what Gam;lapada has been teaching in, the above
verses, where the mind has become "no-mind" as a consequence of the
"knowledge of the reality that is the Self" (atmasatyan ubodha). In
elucidating this point, Sankara makes an interesting statement which
brings out clearly his understandin g of the difference between the
Vedantic jiianI and the ordinary Yogin. He says:
There are those who [understand] that the mind and senses
and so forth, being merely superimpose d lon Brahman],
analogous to bow a snake is superimposed upon a rope, do
not exist in reality as something separate from their
essential natme that is Brahman. For such people - for
. whom Brahman is their essential nature - fearlessness and
tl1e everlasting peace known as liberation are established
just of their own accord and arc not dependent upon
something else [i.e. control of the mind] .... But the yogis
who arc different from that, who follow a path, and whose
outlook is either low or average, think that the mind is
something other, i.e., it is separate from the Self and in
association with the Self. For all those yogis, who do not
have the knowledge of the reality that is the Self, freedom
from fear depends upon the control of the mind. As does
the destruction of sorrow. Such people, lacking in
discriminati on, [erroneously ] think that there is no
destruction of sorrow so long as the mind, which is
something associated with the Self, continues to be
active. 58
The two sub-commen tators, Anandagiri and Anubhiitisva riipacarya,
confirm what I said earlier when they summarise the discussion bv
saying that for aspirants of the highest qualification , "control of th~
mind" (manonirodh a) is the result of the immediate knowledge of the
non-dual Self; whereas in the case of aspirants of low or average ability,
the immediate knowledge of the Self is made to depend upon control of
the mind. 59
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Gam;lapada then describes how difficult it can be for the yogi to gain
control of the mind:
As the sea can be dried up with a tip of ku§a
grass that carries a single drop of water, so can
the mind be brought under control through
unflagging effort. [3. 41]
Even so, Gauc;lapada says there are helpful techniques for bringing the
mind under control:
By employing a method one should restrain
[the mind] when it is distracted in desire and
sense-enjoyment, and also when it is at ease
in sleep, for sleep is [an obstruction] as much
as desire. [3. 42]
In the following three verses he mentions four obstacles to meditation
and the way to combat them. But firstly he tells a remedy for the
situation mentioned in the preceding verse, when tl1e mind is disu·acted in
desire a..'1d sense-enjoyments:
One should tum [the mind] away from desire
and sense-enjoyme nt by repeatedly
remembering that everything contains sorrow.
And by repeatedly remembering that
everything is unboi·n, one does not see tlle
born [duality]. 60 [3. 43]
This karika calls to mind a verse in tlle Bhagavadgita, where Kf~I)a,
responding to Arjuna's concern about tlle difficulty in controlling tlle
mind, says: "Without doubt...tlle mind is difficult to control and it is
restless, but it is controlled tllrough practice and non-attachment" (6.35).
Sankara says tllat tlle first line of tlle karika refers to tlle attitude of nonattachment (vairagya), and Anandagiri adds tllat tlle second line refers to
tlle repetition of knowledge (jiimiabhyasa).6 1
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Garn;lapada mentioned two obstacles to meditation in karika 42:
distraction (vik9epa) and sleep (Jaya). In karika 43 he spoke of nonattachment and the repetition of knowledge as the twofold remedy for the
first obstacle. In tlle next verse, he briefly refers to tllese two obstacles,
as well as to the third obstacle, and in tl1e verse that follows it he
mentions the fourtll obstacle:
One should wake up the mind when it goes to
sleep. When it is distracted, make it quiet
again. Understand when it is under the
influence of past impressions. When it is
witllout distinctions, do not disturb it. [3. 44]
One should not enjoy the happiness there [in
that state free from distinctions] but one
should be unattached on account of
discernment. Through effort one should unify
the motionless mind [when it] goes out
[towards objects]. [3. 45]
In these verses Gam;lapada mentions the four obstacles to the control of
tlle mind: distraction (vik$epa), sleep (laya), tlle rising of impressions
from past experiences (ka$8ya) and the desire to enjoy tlle happiness of
tlle mind when it is established in a state free from distinctions .
(rasasvada). We have seen his remedy for the first obstacle_ In dealing
with the second, the drowsiness associated with sleep, Gau<,lapada merely
says that one should "wake up tlle mind". 62 Concerning the tllird
obstacle, the sudden arising from tlle sub-conscious of the memory of
earlier experiences in this life, Gau<,lapada advises that "one should
understand" when tlle mind is under tlle influence of these past
impressions, i.e., one should just recognise that this situation is
occurring.63 The fourtll obstacle is the enjoyment of the happiness that
is present in a mind in a state of evenness, or freedom from distinctions.
Gauc;!apada says: "One should not enjoy the happiness there [in that state
free from distinctions] but one should be unattached on account of
discernment", for absorption in that happiness constitutes yet another,
subtle, fonn of distraction. Gauc;lapada adds tllat when the. mind is
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asamprajiiatasamadhi ". 69 So we can see that Anandagiri (c. 1260-

motionless, but again moves toward sense objects, one should exert
oneself to unify the mind [in the Selt]. 64
In the next verse Gau(lapada acknowledges that such control of the
mind is a means to "become" Brahman:

1320), coming at least five centuries after Sankara, and while closely
following the themes of Sankara, is more ready than Saiikara to make a
direct and specific inclusion of the samadhi yoga of Pataiijali within
Advaita, though, as we have just seen, Gam;lapada has made room for it
already.
Just as Gam;lapada had earlier described Brahman as revealed in the
mind of the jiianI in the verses referring to Asparsayoga (32-38), he now
brings his discussion of the practice of yoga to completion by describing
Brahman as revealed in the mind of the yogi who is in a state of
meditative absorption (samiidhi). Most of the expressions found here are
similar to those used earlier (32-38). 70

When the mind does not resolve [into sleep]
and does not become distracted any more, then
the mind, being motionless and without
mental images, becomes Brahman. [3. 46]
Here Gau<;lapada accepts that the path of yogic control of the mind, which
be described as long and arduous in verse forty-one, can come to fruition
in the realisation of Brahman. However it has to be kept in view that in
karikas thirty-nine and forty Gauqapada distinguishes the superior
Aspar.fayoga, based upon knowledge of the Self, from the ordinary yoga
which depends upon control of the mind. We saw that Sankara also
makes a distinction between the j1ian1 and the yogis: "who are· different
from that, who follow a path, and whose outlook is either low or
average, who think that the mind is something other, i.e., it is separate
from the Self and in association with the Self. "65 But he too, in a terse
comment upon the sentence of the karika: "then the mind ... becomes
Brahman", accepts the outcome proposed by Gau<;lapada. 66 Anandagiri,
the principal commentator on Sankara's works, likewise says that yogic
practice, in which apprehension of the Self is made to depend upon the
control of the mind, is for those of average (manda) ability. 67 But
whereas Sankara makes no reference to the Pataiijalayoga, Anandagiri
gives it a significant role in this context. Anandagiri introduces the
cultivation of samprajiiata and asamprajiiata samadhi, which are central
to Pataiijali's treatment of Yoga, as a remedy for the removal of the third
obstacle, i.e., k$8.ya, or the influence of past impressions. 68 He also
goes further when he makes an explicit equation between Brahman and
the state of asamprajiiatasamadhi. For instance, when Sankara
(summing up the statement: "Through effort one should unify the
motionless mind when it goes out" 3.45) says: "The idea is that one
should bring it just t~ the condition of pure Being, to the nature of
Awareness itself', the'coffiment of Anandagiri is: "the idea is that one
should make it attain the limitless Brahman that is associated with
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They say that it [the mind absorbed in pure
Awareness] rests in Itself, is calm, liberated,
inexpressible, the highest happiness, unborn,
[identical] with the ·unborn knowable
[Brahman], omniscient. [3. 47]

.\

The expression "the highest happiness" (sukham uttamam) is quite
possibly derived from the Bhagi(vadgita 6. 27, where the context is also
that of meditation. Thus the yogin, following the long and difficult path
of control of the mind (see verse forty-one), can come to the realisation
of the "Asparsayogi'.', the jiianI.
The topic is concluded, yet there is one more karika, and here.
Gau<;lapada returns to his perspective of ultimate reality. Introducing this
verse, Sankara says:
All this control of the mind etc., as well as creation using
the examples of clay, iron etc. (3.15), and the conceptual
understandings [based upon the acceptance of a creation], are
stated as a method in order to understand the highest tmth,
but they themselves are not the highest truth. The highest
truth is:
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No individual soul (jiva) is born, its birth
does not occur. This is the highest truth,
where nothing whatsoever is born. (3. 48] 71

According to the rules governing the combination of vowels in
Sanskrit, the single substitute for the letters "A" and "U" is "O".
Therefore the syllable is always pronounced OM, never as AUM.
2

Michael Comans, Extracting the Essence of the Sruti: The
Delhi: Motilal
Srutisarasamuddhara1.ia of Totakacmya.
Banarsida~s. 1996, v.113, p.76.

3

Later I will suggest that the revelation of the real depends upon
the use of language functioning by way of implication (lak$aIJa).
I have not discussed this matter here, though the following
import.ant words in mantra 7: "[the turiya] constitutes the essence
of the single thought 'I' ( ekatmapratyayasara)" do provide an
instance of such revelation through lak$81Ja.

4

Cf. Michael Comans, "The Question of the Importance of
Samadhi in Modern and Classical Advaita Vedanta", Philosophy
East and Wes~ vol 43, no.1, 1993, p.19ff.

5

Mau 12.

6.

Francis X. D'Sa, Word-Index to the Blmgavadgita. Pune: Institute
for the Study of Religion, 1985, p.36. The expression occurs in
chapter 7. 17; 8. 14; 9. 14 and 12. 2.

7

Cf. PU 5.2.

8

BUBh 2.5.19, p.781. line 3f., (tr) p.281. The explanation of
these two words is the same in the bhfi?ya on karika 1.26.

9

Eg. KaU 3.15. MU l.1.6; 3.2.7. BG 2.17; 2.21
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KaU 1.2.22, 2.1.4, 2.3.6.

11

V. Bhattacharya, The Aga.ma~astra of Gau{lapada, op.cit., p.42.

12

The commentary, traditionally ascribed to Sankara, explains the
compound prapaiicopa§ama thus: prapaiicopafa.mal;l prapaiico

Svayamprakasananda Sarasvati, Mitlik$arii, A Gloss on Sri
Gaudapada Acharya's Mandukya Ki'irikas. Bcnares: Haridas
Sanskrit Series No. 1, Chowkbamba Sanskrit Book Depot, 1910,
p.27. The gloss of Svayamprakasananda is a skilful amalgam of
Sankara's commentary and Anandagiri's sub-commentary, rather
than an independent work. Svami Vi~.Qudevananda, in his gloss
GovindaprasadinI, explains smrtim a~ nididhyasanariipam. Cf.

dvaitabhedavistara].1 tasyopasamo 'bhavo yasmin sa atma
prapaiicopafarnal;i. GKBh 2.35, p.206.

Mlil,l(liikyopani$ad with the commentary of Smikaracarya and the
tfka of Anandagiri along with the (ippiIJi GovindaprasadinI by
Swami Vi$~iudevananda and the Hindi gloss Vidyanandfmit.'ik§ara
by Swami Vidyananda Giri. Rishikesh: Kailasa Asram, (no

BU 2.4.5; 4.5.6.
14

common era date), p.121, n.l.
BG 2. 56 and 4. 10. It is difficult to understand how Richard
King, in his Early Advaita Vedanta and Buddl1ism, op.cit., p. 86,
could arrive at the view that "there is no evidence of a direct
relationship between the GK and the Bhagavadgftli. "

15

Ma11usmrti 2.148.

16

Sankara's comment with reference to vcdaparaga, "those who arc
intent upon the meaning of the Vedanta" (vedantarthatatpara)
indicates that be takes the expression to refer to the Upani~adic
knowledge. GKBh 2.35, p.206, line 15, (tr.) p.263.

17
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20

i\nandagiri, ibid., p.278, line 19.
p.277, line 13f.

21

Cf. A.B. Gajendragadkar and RD. Karrnarkar, The Arthasamgraha
ofLa,ugak$i Bhaskara. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1984, p.215f. ·

22

Cf. the discussion on the word "blilya" in BSBh 3.4.50.

23

Naradaparivrajakopani\~ad VI.

Cf. Manusmrti 2.110. Georg Buhler (tr.), The Laws of Manu.
New York: Dover, 1969 (reprint), p.50. Wendy Doniger with
Brian K. Smith (tr.), The Laws of Maim. New Delhi: Penguin
Books, 1991, p.29.

is

Cf. Pa9ini, A,•>tfldhyayI, 3.4.21, sammiakart[kayol;i pi1Ivakale.

19

Anandagiri, in S. Subrahmanyashastri (ed.), Upa11i§adbh8.$yan1
Vol. 1. Varanasi: Mahesh Research Institute, 1979, p.277, line
32ff. Also cf. Anubhiltisvarupacarya, who mostly follows
Also cf.
ibid., p.277, line 13f.
Anandagiri,

Anubhiitisvarilpacarya,

38. K. Narayanasvami Aiyer (tr.),
Minor Upanishads: Seco11d Series, with Sanskrit Text and
English translation, Madras: Sri Sringeri Jagadguru Santana
Dharma Vidya Sarniti, 1967, p.301 (text) and (tr) p.338. A
similar expression: "11irnamaskaram, astutim ... " occurs in the
Mbh also: XII. cclxix. 34. This Mbh verse is cited twice by
Sankara in BUBh, at 3.5.1 and 4.4.9, cf. Madhavananda (tr),
p.340, 511.

24

GKBh 2.37, p.207, line 6f., (tr) p.265. The word "a11iketa" also
occurs in the BG 12.19, where Sankara glosses it as "having no
fixed abode".
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25

An almost identical verse can be found in the Ha{hayogapradipika
of Svatmarama. Cf. The Jiathayogapradipika of Svatmarmna
with the commentary .Tyotsna of Brahmananda and English
translation. Madras: The Adyar Library and Research Centre,
1984 [reprint]. 4.61, p.160.

29

Anandagiri says that the knowledge of reality is the
ascertainment Umt there is nothing "other" than the Self, for he
glosses the word "tena" in the bhll.;;ya as: tena = tatti-ajiianena,
atmatiriktarthabhllve ni.scite. Upani!)adbha!)ymn, op.cit., p.307,
line 28.

26

The compound atmasatymwbodha is most often translated as a
genitive tatpuru$a, "the knowledge of the truth of [i.e. about]
atman", eg., Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.67; Wood, op.cit., p.23;
King, op.cit., p.150. In the commentary ascribed to Sankara, it
is taken as a kannadharaya compound, "the know ledge of the truth
[i.e. reality] that is the atman", GKBh 3.32, p.221, line 2lf.,
atmaiva satyam, atmasatyain ... tasya ... avabodha{i. While both
interpretations of the compound are acceptable, perhaps the
interpretation as a kanw1dharaya is to be preferred in so far as it
has the advantage of clearly bringing out the central focus of
Gam,iapada which should not be missed, nmnely that in keeping
with the teaching of the Mm;u,Jfikya Upani~ad, liberation follows
from the knowledge of the Self (atma), and that Self is the
ontological reality (satya) of everything.

Ji

The verse in question reads: yada tv alambanaii1 jiianam
1wivopalabhyate tada/ sthitmn vijiianamatratvc grahyabhavc
B.P. Tripathi (general Ed.),
tadagrahatll v. 28.
Vijnaptimatratasiddh i of Acarya Vasubandhu, op.cit, p. 83.
The last pada of this verse resembles the final pllda of GK 3. 32,
gi"tihyabhave tad agraham. The idea of the Yogacara seems to be:
"... perceiving the truth of cognition-only, the non-being of outer
things is perceived, and when an outer object is not perceived, the
perceiving subject likewise is not perceived'', G.M. Nagao,
Madhycunika and Yogacara, op.cit, p.261, n.16., also cf. p.147.
The smne idea occurs in the Madhyanta vibhaga, 1.3.

11

S vayamprakasananda Sarasvali, in his gloss Mitak.;;ara, op.cit., p.
40, explains the phrase grahyabha ve tadagraham as:
v:1carambh~lalil vikaro nlilnadheycuh mrttiketyeva satyam ity
atmajiiaiie p[thaktvabhavad ityarthal_J.

32

I am reading vibudhyate in the active voice, like budhyate in
1.16. Sankara understands vibudhyate as active voice as he
glosses it by the word avagacchati, GKBh 3.33, p.222, line 9.

}1

Here the word jii.ana would mean jii.apti iti jiim1am, i.e., pure
Awareness, in the way Sankara and other Advaitins interpret the
word in the phrase satyarh jii.anmn anantmiJ brahma in 'I1J
2.1.1.

27

28

smikalpo hi mmiaso vyavaharikaiil rfipmn. Upani$adbha.;;ymn,
Anubhiitisvarupa repeats this
op.cit., p.307, line 23.
explanation. Svami Vi$l)Udevananda, in his gloss on the bha.;;ya
and the tflca, says that vyavahllrika1h means vyavaharasidclhmn.
Cf. Ma~i{lfikyopani$ad with the commentary of .~mikara, the
subcommentary of Anandagiri and the tippa~1I of
Vi$1.mdevananda Giri, op.cit., p.176.

Cf. The Srutisarasamuddhara~iam of Totaka vv.14-15, 34.
Michael Comans, Extracting the Essence of the Smti, op.cit.,
p.15f., and p.26.

Suresvara uses this expression "jr1.eyabhinnmn ", identical to GK
3.33, in NS 4.54.
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In the third pada of the verse Sankara interprets "brahma
jiieyam ", not as two words: "Brahman is That w~ich is .to be
known", but as a bahuvrihi compound describing jnanam m the
first pada. GKBh 3.33, p.222, line 7, (tr) p.308. Bhattachary~
and Kannarkar give the word<> separately in their editions and their
interpretat ion has been :followed here. While there is no
substantial change in meaning either way, I believe the latter to
be preferable, as Kanrarkar says (plOl): "The first lin~ says
ji'iana is jiieyabhin na, naturally the liklilik$li is what is jneya?
This akmiksa is satisfied by the statement jiieya is brahma,
ajam 11 ity~." Also, if it is understood in this way, the word
ajam in brahma ajam nityam would not be redundant since it
would refer to Brahman in the second line and not once again to
jiiana.

Gau(lapada on Liberation and the Means to Liberation

'.9

ahamapetakam nijavibhm1akam, mahad idam tapo ramaI}avag
iyam (30) [free translation]. Upadesasara].i, with the bhll$Ya of
Vasi§{hagaIJapatimuni. Tiruvannamalai: Sri Ramana Ashram,
1982.

4D

Sankara understands the compound jiianalokam as a bahuvrihi,
but comprised of a karmadharaya, rnther than a genitive tatpuru$a
as one might expect. He says: jrJ.aptir jiianam, i.e.,
atmasvabhavacaitanyarh, tad evajiianam aloka.{1 prakaJal;I yasya
tad brahma jiianalokam. Bhattacharya, op cit., 70, has noted this
interpretation of the compound.

41

Saiikara describes nidra as: "beginningless maya which is
characterised by ignorance (avidya)" (avidyalak,'ial)liniidimaya...),
GKBh, 3.36, p, 223, line 12, (tr) p.312.
He glosses
sakrdvibhl itam as: sadaiva vibhatam, sada bhampam, line 15f.,
i.e., as ever effulgent pure Awareness. He explains the compound
sarvajiiam rather unusually as: sarvarh ea tajjii.aptisvarilpam ceti
sarvajiiam , line 18f, i.e., it is everything and it is of the nature
of Awareness. Sankara understands the word upacara too in a
unusual way; not as meaning "figurative expression", but to
mean "further practice" and he comments that once Brahman is
known there is no further practice that needs to be performed. He
says: "With regard.to Brahman having the characteristics [just
mentioned] there is no further practice to be done, as for others
there is the practice of concentration etc. as something different
from the nature of the Self. The idea is that since Brahman is by
nature eternally pure, awake and free, there is no possibility at all
of anything to be done after the destruction of fgnorance." line
19f, (tr) p.313.

jii.cyam yat tat pravak$ylimi... anlidimat pararh brahma. BG 13.
12.

GKBh
3.33,
p.222,
line
8f.,
(tr)
p.308,
nityavijiia naikarasa ghanatvad , na jiianantar am apek$ate
i tyartha].i.

In his introduction to verse thirty-four Sankara comments upon
the idea of the "restraint" that was referred to when he says: "It
was said that through the knowledge of the truth that is the Self
the mind does not create subject-object duality (sa1ikalpa), and in
the· absence of external objects it becomes pacified, like fire
without fuel, and restrained, i.e., restricted. And that is why it
was said that there is no duality when the mind becomes "nomind". The condition of the mind which has been restrained, i.e.,
restricted, in this way ....has to be understood." Ibid., 3.34,
p.222, line 13f., (tr) p.309.
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42

We understand the subject of the verse to be "sa111adhi" and the
other words in the verse to be in grammatical apposition with it.
If samadhi is the subject of the verse then we can easily account
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for the use of the masculine gender throughout the verse. Sankara
seems to understand the verse in this way since he introduces the
followi11g verse with the woros, "yasmad brahmaiva samadhir
acalo 'bhaya ity uktam ", ibid., 3 .38, p.224, line 8, (tr) p.314.
The commentator Anandagiri says that the masculine gender is
used in the verse because it is accepted that the one who knows
Brahman becomes Brahman and so Brahman is described using the
Upani1>adbha1>yam, p. 310, line 29.
masculine gender.
Anubhiltisvariipacarya repeats this explanation and adds an
alternative explanation that the masculine gender has been used
because Brahman really has no gender and so there is no fixed rule
regarding which gender to use. Ibid., p.310, line 26.
43

45

For a further discussion of this issue cf. Michael Comans,
"Sankara and the Prasankhyanav ada"' Journal of Indian
Philosophy, 24, 1996, pp.49-71.
For a discussion of samadhi in Advaita Vcdanta, cf. Michael
Comans, "111e Question of the Importance of Samadhi in Modem
and Classical Advaita Vedanta", Philosophy East and West,
vol.43, no.l, 1993, pp.19-38. For a wide ranging and valuable
discussion of the concept of "experience" in Indian thought,
especially in the Vedanta, by its modem as well as its classical
interpreters, sec the chapter on: "The Concept of Experience in
the Encounter Between India and the West" in W. Halbfass, India
and Europe. Albany: State Univ. of New York Press, 1988.
Also, see chapter Six of the present work: (2) Immediate and
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mediate knowledge of Brahman and the question of experience.
Also, Andrew. 0. Fort, Jivamnukti in Transfonnation: Embodied
Liberation in Advaita and Neo-Vedanta. State Univ. of New York
Pre . 1998.
46

For example, Swami Gambhirananda, of the Ramakrishna
Mission, in his important and commendable translation of a
nwnber of Sar'lkara's commentaries, translates the word samadhi in
GK 3.37 (p.313) as: "divine absorption". Such an unwarranted
translation clearly shows that the learned translator is tringing
some major pre-suppositions to bear on this word.

47

Sankara understands the yatra and tatra as referring to BrPhman,
GKBh 3.38, p.224, line 8f., (tr) p.314.

48

atmasarhsthmiJ mmial} lqtva; "having centred the mind in itself

samadhil;l, samadhinimittaprajiiavagmnyatvat. smnadhiyate 'smin

iti va samadhil;l. GKBh 3.37, p. 224, line 3f., (lr) p.314.
Anandagiri comments on Sankara's second explanation: "the
jiva and its limiting adjunct are resolved in whom, i.e., in the
supreme Self. Thus samadhi means the supreme Self."
Upa11i1>adbha1>ya.m, p.311 linc 19ff. Anubhiltisvarupacarya also
says that samadhi means Brahman. Ibid., p.310, line 17.
44
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(i.e. in its substratum, the Self)." BG 6.25.
49

GKBh 3.39, p.224, line 22f., (tr) p.315f.

50

As noted by King, op.cit., p.152.

51

The word aspar:fa occurs in KaU 3.15. The word asaiiga is an
important tenn in the BU, eg. 3.8.8, 3.9.26, 4.2.4, 4.3.15,
4.4.22, 4.5.15. S. Subrahmanyash astri, the editor of the
Upani~adbha$yam, op.cit., p.311, in a note on the word
Asparfayoga, links up the tenn asparfa with the passage in the
BU "asmigo hy ayarh puru$al;l". He says: asparsayogal;l - sparsal;l
sambandha.Q, tadrahito yoga!) brahmm;ii ekibhaval;l, "asaiigo hy
aymil puru-?a" ity ukte{l brahmabhavalh praptasya
sarvasambandhabha vasiddhi(J.

52

Cf. 4.72, 96, also 97.

53

V. Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.94f.

54

55

56
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"The purpose for which this yoga is resorted to is the same as
that which is set forth in the Pataiijalasutra as the goal of yoga,
viz. to stem the tide of the surging psychoses of mind and
gradually attain thereby a state of mindlessness." T.M.P.
Mahadevan, Gaur)apada: A Study in Early Advaita. Madras: Univ.
of Madras, (3rd ed.) 1960, p.181.

62

asparsayogo brahmasvabhava ei'a. GKBh 4.2, p.228, line 18, (tr)

p.326.

Gauqapada referred to different types of aspirnnts in 3.16, and in
the following karika he spoke of dualists, so he possibly has such
(11Inamadhyama) people in mind.
Sankara says:
bhayanimittatmanafadarsanasfla avivekina ityartha.Q. GKBh 3.39,
225, line lf., (tr) p.316.

58

GKBh 3.40, p.225, line Sf., (tr) p.316f.

59

Upani~adbha,~yam,

op.cit., p.312, lines 18 and 28.
Anubhiitisvarupacarya, following Anandagiri, states succinctly:
utta.mabuddhinam advaitatmadar.fanaphalam manonirodha.m
abhidhaya, ma11dadr,;tinam manonirodhliyattam atmadarsa11an1.

60

Regarding the word "born" (jata) in the fourth pada of the verse,
Sankara supplies the word "dvaita" and interprets jata as if it were
at the end of a compound, so that it would mean: "the whole
aggregate of duality" (d\raitajata). GKBh 3.43, p.226, line 4.

61

Upani~adbhB..,~yam,

op.cit., p.313, line 27f.

Sankara also connects the method of jiianabhyasa and vairagya as
the way to wake up the mind, GKBh 3.44, p.226, line 7, (tr)
p.320; but it would seem more likely that this twofold means is
the remedy for vik!jepa alone.
Sankara adds: "When a person repeatedly practises, and his mind
has been awakened from sleep and turned away from sense objects
and even then does not become established in sameness, but
remains in an intermediate state, one should understand that the
mind has kf!$liya, that it possesses the seeds of desires. By effort
one should bring the mind from that state into a condition free
from distinctions." GKBh 3.44, p.226, line 9f., (tr) p.320.
Anandagiri includes the two types of meditative absorption [or
enstasis] (samadhi), which occupy a central place in the
Yogasutras of Patanjali, in the scheme of methods to remove
ka$ilya. He says: "When the mind has been turned away from
sleep and distraction by the repetition of knowledge and by
dispassion, but remains obstructed on account of [subtle] desires,
then it has to be turned away from that obstruction also through
the meditative absorption called samprajiiatasmnlidhi which is
engendered by the repetition of listening to the teaching,.
reflecting and contemplating upon it until there is the meditative
absorption called asamprajr1atasamadhi." Upani$adbha$yam,
p.314, line 16f.

Sankara glosses dhimatal) as vivekavatatJ, GKBh 3.34, p.222, lille
15. V. Bhattacharya, op.cit., p.69, understands the word as
referring, not to the mind, but to the wise man: "That state of the
mind of a wise man ... ".

57
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Sankara adds that the mind is to be restrained in the Self: "But
when the mind, which is in a motionless condition as it has
withdrawn from the subtle desire for happiness, goes outwards,
then restraining it from that object, one should through effort
unify it in the Self alone using the previously mentioned
methods. The idea is that one should bring it just to the
condition of pure Being, to the nature of Awareness itself."
GKBh 3.45, p.226, line 18f., (tr) p.321.
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CHAPTER FOUR
65

66

GKBh 3.40, p.225, line Sf., (tr) p.316.
brahmasva.rilpel}a lli$pm111aiil cittmil bhavati- ityarthafl. GKBh

Sankaracarya

3.46, p.226, line 25f., (tr) p, 322.
67

Upani$adbha$yam, op.cit, comment to 3.40 p.312, line 28. Cf.
the similar comment by Anubhiitisvariipli.carya in fn.56, supra.

68

Upani$adbha$yam, comment to 3.44, p. p.314, line 16f.

69

Upaili$adbh8$ymn, p. 314, line 37f., prayatllatafl (in the karika)=
sampraj1iatasamadhivasad ekikuryat.
Then he says:
asamprajiiatasainadhiyuktaiil paripiir~1mn brahmai va-apadayed
ityarthafl. He also says that samymh=asamprajiiatasamadhirn
ityarthaJ:i, ibid., 3. 44, p. 314, line 24.

70

svasthmn is equivalent to atmasa1hstham in 3. 38; §a11tain is
equivalent to· suprasantaJ:i in 3. 37; sanirva~iam would be
equivalent (according to Bhattacharya p. 82) to the amanlbhava in
3. 31; akathymn would be equivalent to sarvabhilapavigata.Q in 3.
37; ajena j1Ieye11a refers to Brahman: brahma jiieyain ajam, in
3. 33; sarvajiiam is equivalent to sarvajiiam in 3. 36.

(1) Sa:Dk:ara and Gaucjapada

·t
I

71

This verse is repeated in 4. 71.

tl

!

The traditional accounts of the life of Sankara unanimously mention
the episode of Sankara meeting his guru Govindapada. 1 Tradition,
moreover, explicitly identifies Govindapli.da as the student of Gam;lapada. 2
In his· Brahmasiitrabh8$ya, Sankara cites the Gam;Japadakarika on two
occasions, and he also makes one other allusion to it. In 1.4. 14 and
2.1.9 of his commentary he quotes karikas 3.15 and 1.16 respectively,
and in 2.1.9 he obliquely refers to karika 1.17. 3 He cites these karikas
with obvious respect, for he introduces 1.16 with the words: "Here is
what the acarya who knows the traditional teaching of the Vedanta has
said .... " Similarly, before citing 3.15, he says: "This is what those who
know the traditional teaching say ... " The question arises, then, as to why
Sankara does not refer more frequently to the guru of his own guru.
Given the vital importance of the link between guru and disciple
(parampara) in the transmission of the tradition of teachings (smhpradaya), ·
one would expect to see Gam;lapada quoted far more frequently in Sankara's
writings.
These relatively few references to the Gaur;Japadakarika suggests that
perhaps Gam;lapada was a more distant teacher of Advaita than the
traditional accounts indicate. Modern scholarship tends to see Gam;lapada
as belonging to the early part of the sixth century CE and places Saiikara
in the earlier part of the eighth century CE (c.700-750), which is a
revision of the well known dates, 788-820 CE, proposed by earlier
generations of scholars. 4 If this is correct, the philosophical conditions
when the two men lived were different, and so their concerns as teachers
of Advaita were naturally not the same. At the time of Garn;lapada, early
in the sixth century C.E., Buddhism had reached the limit of its influence
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in India, and this influence is reflected in many of his karikas where, as
we have seen, he displayed a close acquaintance with the prevalent
Buddhist thought of his time. By the time of Sankara, in the early part of
the eighth century, Buddhism had declined in importance. Sankara
perhaps did not have the same intimate knowledge of Buddhism as did
Gam;lapada, but Buddhism was not Sankara's major concern. He saw the
Mimamsakas as bis principal opponents, and one of his main tasks was
to establish against the followers of Mimamsa that the Upani~ads
constitute an independent means of knowledge; that they teach the
liberating knowledge of the non-dual Self; and that the knowledge they
generate is entirely independent of the performance of rites. Another of
his chief concerns was to establish, against the views of others who
accepted the Upani~ads as an independent means of knowledge, that this
knowledge of the true nature of the Self does not require to be
supplemented by the continued performance of rites. As we proceed to
look at the teachings of Sankara, we shall occasionally refer to the
question of whether his teachings and those of Gauc,lapada are in complete
harmony or whether they show any significant differences.
But before we couunence our study of Sankara proper, we will point
out a few of the more obvious instances of agreement between Sankara
and Gauc;lapada, and also some occasions where the language of Sankara is
remarkably similar to that found in the Gaur;lapadakarika. Both these
points suggest that Sarikara was following Gaw;lapada more closely than
might be supposed if we did no more than count the number of references
to GauQ.apllda in the Brahmasutrabha;>ya.
Firstly, Sankara frequently u~es the analogy of space, comparing the
space within a pot and that outside it with the apparent difference and the
ultimate non-difference between the individual soul and Brahman. 5 We
have seen in chapter one (section three) how Gam;lapada elaborated this
analogy to bring out various aspects of the nature of the individual soul
and its "relation" to the absolute Self. 6 Sankara also occasionally uses the
analogy of the rope and the snake, which we again see in the karikas of
Gauqapada, and he seems to have the Gaw;Iapadakarika in mind when he
employs this illustration in the context of citing karika 1.16 in the
Brahmasiitrabh8$ya. 7
Secondly, Sankara explicitly says that the states of waking, dream and
deep sleep are unreal (mithya), an(I in these statements he exhibits a

unanimity of view with Gauc,lapada. In Brahmasi1.trabh8..'>ya 2.1.9, before
he refers to karika 1.16, he says:
... The single, invariable, Witness of the three states is not
touched by the three states which are variable [in relation to
one another]. 8
And he goes on to say:
For, this is a mere maya that the supreme Self appears as
the self of the three states. It is comparable to a rope
appearing as a snake etc. 9
In the Upade.Sa.sahasrI, Sankara says:
One should abandon this triad of waking,
dream and their seed called deep sleep which
consists of darkness, as non-existent [in the
Self] for the reason that they mutually exclude
each other. 10
There are a number of other such instances concerning the unreality
(mithyatva) of the three states where he shows an identity of perspective
to that of Gauqapada. 11 The reason which Sankara gives for their
unreality, that "they mutually exclude each other" (literally, "they.
mutually do not exist in each other") relics upon the same fundamental
principle that Gam,lapada relied upon to demonstrate "non-origination",
namely that what is truly real must be completely unchanging, it must
be invariable, and hence its being must not stand negated, which is what
would happen if it underwent any intrinsic alteration.12 The states of
waking, dreaming and deep sleep are variable (vyabhicari), they "mutually
exclude each other" because when one state is present it negates the
P!esence of the others. Changeability is the reason for the unreality of
the three states and this is the same reason Gau<japada put forward in
karika 2.6: "What does not exist at the beginning and at the end, likewise
[does not exist] even in the present."1 3
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With regard to another matter, Sruikara's w1itings corroborate the view
expressed in the previous chapter that the "Asparsayoga" of Gam)apada
does not refer to a type of yogic practice but it denotes the immediate
knowledge that the Self is nothing other than pure A wru·eness, and that
such Awareness is intrinsically "untouched" by anything that exists as its
apparent object. Sankara makes this clear when he says in the
Upadc§asahasrt

Everything in the intellect. together with the
ego-sense, is always [a qualifying atu·ibute] of
the Witness. Therefore Awareness illumines
everything, while always touching nothing
(ki1J.cidapi-asprsai1 sada). 14

1here are numerous instances where Sai'lkara uses the word "nspar.frt" to
refer to the very nature of the Atman. 15 All these instances serve to
strengtl1en tl1e conclusion that the te1m "Aspm"fayoga" ought not to be
understood as referring to some transic state, like the yogic nirvikalpa
swnadhi, but that it refers to the very nature of Awareness as such.
There ru·e also occasions where the language of Sankara is remarkably
similar to that found in the Gam;fapadakllrika. Such resemblances can be
For example, in the
seen especially in the Upade§asahasrf.
constant and without
is
Upadesasahasn- (9.7) Sankara says, "Awareness
an object" (11itya1iJ. nirvi$ya1i1 jiianam). This phrase resembles
Gau<Japada's statement in 4.72, "Consciousness is without an object,
constant" (cittmi1 niJ'vi$yaiiJ. nityain). Sankara uses the expression "ever
shining" (sak[dvibhata) in 10.1 and Gauc)apada too has used the expression
twice, in 3.36 and 4.81. The term itself occurs in the Chandogya
Upani$ad 8.4.2, "This world that is Brahman is surely ever shining"
(sak[dvibhato hi-eva-e~a brahmalokaf.1). Sai'lkara says in 10.4, "I am t11e
Fourth, the continuous Seeing, non-dual" (turiya cva-asmi sadadrg
advayaf.1) which resembles Gau~lapada's expression in 1.12, "the Fourth is
always all Seeing" (tUiyaiiJ tat sarvadrk sadaJ Sankara too uses the
expression "all seeing" (san'adrk) on three occasions, in 17.l, 55 and 59.
In 15.40 Sankara uses the expression, "having as its nature the light of
Awru·eness" (j1]analokasvabhllvata.{1), which is reminiscent of Gau(lapada's
expression in 3.35, "having the light of Awareness all around"
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(jiianruoka1i1 samantai;i). Sankara uses the expression "the cessation of
the phenomenal world, non-dual" (prapm]copa.Samo'dvaya.{1) in 17.71 and

GamJapada uses the same expression in 2.35.
Apart from these similarities of expression, indicating as they do an
agreement of thought, there are other broad agreements, some of which
were referred to above. There is also, of course, U1e shared importance of
the .fruti as the means of knowledge (prmnru.ia) about Brahman. And it is
to this topic that we will· now tum, to examine Sankara's attitude to the
.smti as a means of knowledge, and from there to discuss the nature of
Brahman itself.

(2) The sroti as the means of knowledge for Brahmar:
In order to know something we require the appropriate me_ans or
knowledge (pnunm.iaJ. by means of which, the thing can be known.16 A
means .of knowledge can only acquire the status of a means of knowledge
when it reveals something which cannot be known though another means
of knowledge. 17 The two principal means of knowledge in ordinary life
arc perception and inference: perception is the means to reveal a thing that
can be directly objectified by our senses; while inference is the means to
reveal the existence of a thing (X) that is not in direct contact with our
senses, by relying upon the presence of something (Y) that is in sensecontact and is also known to be invariably connected to tl1e former tl1ing
(X). In addition to these two means of knowledge, Sai'lkara also mentions
comparison, presumption and verbal testimony as other means of
knowledge. 18 The followers of the Purva Mirnamsa and the followers of
the Uttara Mimamsa, i.e., the followers of the Vedanta, both agree that
the Veda.is a means of knowledge as it is a form of verbal testimony.
They consider that the Veda is the sole means by which we can know
about metaphysical and ethical matters which cannot be determined
through perception or by any of the other means of knowledge, such as
inference, which themselves depend upon perception. The Mimarhsakas
and the Vedantins are at one in so far as they both consider that the Veda
is the single means to know about those things which are beyond the
scope of sense perception. $mikara says:
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The entire Veda aims at revealing the means to gain what is
beneficial and to avoid what is hannful when such means
are not known through perception or inference ... .In matters
coming within the scope of what is visible, there is no need
for an investigation by means of scripture , since the
knowledge of the means to gain what is beneficial and to
avoid what is harmful is available just through perception
and inference. 19
The question may be asked as to how the Mimamsak:as and Vedantins
justify their doctrine that the Veda is the sole means of knowledge in
matters beyond the scope of perception and inference. The Mimamsakas
maintain that the Veda is a valid means of knowledge because it provides
a knowledge that is eternal, for the knowledge that the Veda reveals has
no known author, it is a knowledge that ha<> simply always existed along
with the world itself which, according to the Mimamsak:as, has always
been in existence since no one can testify that it had a beginning; On
this basis the Mimamsak:as argue that the authorless Vedic knowledge can
have no possibility of any defect, whether of omission or of commission,
which might arise from authorship. 20 The Veda is tlms an inherently
valid means of knowledge within the restricted definition of matte..s that
do not form the domain of perception or of the other means of knowledge
that depend upon perception.
Sankara shares this general outlook of the Mimamsak:as:

The manifestation of the already arranged and existing Veda
takes place like that of a person breathing out; the Veda is
not preceded by any human thought or effort. Hence it is a
valid means of knowledge about its vwn meaning which is
arrived at without depending [upon another means of
knowledge] (ata.{1 pramlJJ;larh nirapek§a eva svarthe). 21
For Sankara, the Veda is an eternally existent body of knowledge that is
meant only for revealing supersensuous matters. 22 Though within this
specific sphere of operation the authority of the Veda is intrinsic, Sankara
does offer a supporting argument in favour of its validity when he says:
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A great proof of the validity bf the Upani$ad statements is
that they present a uniformity of view that a sentient Being
is the cause of the world, just like our eyes give us a
uniform knowledge about colour etc.23
Thus Sankara. in company with all Vedantins, sees the Veda as
inherently rational, in that the various texts have a single fundamental
teaching, though they may differ over some of the details as, for
example, whether there are a series of three or five elements, since the
Taittirfya Upani1;1ad refers to the creation of five elements whereas the
Chandogya Upani$ad mentions just three. These are minor details, and
much of the Brahmasiltra is directed to this purpose of harmonising the
Upani~adic texts.
But the validity of the Upani~ads could not be
rationally maintained without the supposition that the Upani$ads do, in
fact, contain a teaching that is self-consistent, at least a<> far as its broader
picture is concerned. Thus the rational law of non-contradiction applies
as much to the Vedic revelation as it applies to other types of mundane
knowledge. The tremendous exegesis of Sankara in his commentaries on
the Upani~ads and the Brahma siltra is substanti ally directed to
demonstrating the consistent tlleme of all the Upani~ads, a theme which
Sankara believes to be already contained in the texts and which he is
merely elucidating.
While Sa1ikara shares the Mirnamsaka view concerning the inherent
validity of the Veda, he does not share their view about the eternity of the
world, nor does he share their generally atheistic outlook, for he considers
that the Veda has issued forth from Brahman, as effortlessly as a person
may exhale. According to the Vedantin, the Veda is not composed by
anyone, not even by God (I svara), it is an eternal knowledge which is
revealed by I svara at the commencement of creation and passed on to the
Seers ([.;>i) in exactly the same form as it had existed in the previous cycle
of creation (yuga). 24
The Mimfilhsakas maintain that t11e Veda has a twofold division,
Mantra and Brahmm,ia, and they consider that the purpose of the entire
Veda is to instruct about ethics, otherwise called religious duty (dharmaJ,
which is expressed as the object of an injunction to act in a certain way.
as in the example: "he who desires heaven should perform the sacrifice". 25
Here, the metaphysical existence of heaven and tl1e enjoined religious
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duty of sacrifice are both revealed by the Vedic text. If they were not so
revealed, we would have no way of knowing that a place such as heaven
does exist, and even if we knew of its existence, we would not know how
we could reach it. According to the Mimamsakas, the entire Veda is
uitimately about dhanna, and dhanna is characterised by an injunction to
do something or to refrain from doing it. 26
Saiikara argues repeatedly against their position. He does agree that
the majority of the Veda is concerned with dharma and concerns
injunctions to do or to refrain from doing certain types of spedfied
activity, but against the Mimamsakas he strenuously upholds that the
Upani~ad portion of the Veda is distinct from the rest of the Veda i~ so far
as the Upani~ads aim to teach Self-knowledge,27 and through this they
alone can fulfil the ultimate human-goal, liberation from the sorrows of
transmigratory existence (sa.rhsara). 28 Sa.Iikara says, for example:
So it is reasonable that just as the scripture instructs the
person who is desirous of heaven etc. about the true means
such as the agnihotra and so forth, so does the scripture
instruct the seeker of liberation about the true nature of the
Self: "That is the Self, you are That, Svetaketu. "29
Sankara also maintains that the Veda has a twofold division, but for
him th~ division is between the bulk of the Veda that largely deals with
religious duties centred around rituals and the injunctions concerning
them (vidhisastra or karmakal){la), and that part which consists of the
Upani~ads, the j iianakal){la, dealing primarily with liberating,
metaphysical knowledge. According to Sankara, the knowledge of
· Brahman itself is called Upani~ad, and he finds in the etymology of the
word "Upani~d" (the verbal root sad preceded by the two prefixes upa and
nj) the meaning that such knowledge completely eradicates transmigratory
existence (samsara) along with its r6ot which is ignorance, or, such
knowledge is called Upani~ad because the knowledge causes the seeker to
attain Brabman.:30 The texts are also called Upani~ads because they have
the same purpose: to eradicate sa.rhsara arid to take the qualified seeker to
Brahman. So the word Upani~ad primarily means the knowledge of
Brahman and it secondarily refers to the texts which reveal that
knowledge. 31
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Sankara sees the ceremonial portion of the Veda (karma.ldil){la), though
valid, as remaining within the sphere of sa.rhsara, because this part of the
Veda only addresses people who desire worldly prosperity and heavenly
felicity, who identify with a particular social class (vaIIJa) and stage oflife
(asrama), and who think of themselves as agents of actions and as
experiencers of the results. He says that the ceremonial portion does not
call into question such attitudes, it merely presupposes them, and
proceeds to teach people how to gain what is beneficial according to their
own desires. 32 The Upani~ad portion, on the other hand, addresses a
different type of person, it is meant for a person who is averse to the idea
that either worldly gain or heavenly bliss constitute the real goal of life. 33
It also has an entirely different subject matter. Saiikara says that the
Upani~ads have a twofold function: at some places they determine the
nature of the supreme Self and at other places they teach tbe unity of the
individual soul with the supreme Self. 34
Sankara is definite that the knowledge of reality "cannot even be
guessed at" 35 without the Upani~ads which are the only means of
knowledge concerning the existence and the nature of Brahman. To cite
just a couple of instances of his remarks along these lines:
The knowledge of reality is only from the Upani~ad
sentences (tattvajiianam tu vedantavakyebhya eva
bhavati). 36

Also:
As for the view that there must be other means of
knowledge about Brahman since Brahman is an already
existing entity, that is mere fanciful thinking. This thing
[Brahman] is not an object of perception, b~cause it is
without form etc. Nor is it an object of inference etc.,
since it has no mark (liJ.iga) etc. from which an inference
can be made. But like religious duty, it is to be known
solely from the scriptures.37
If Brahman is an object, then perception would be the means of
knowledge to reveal it. But that is not so, for Brahman is without form.
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Since Brahman is not available for perception, Brahman also cannot be
inferred, because inference relies on some perceptual data which must be
necessarily related to Brahman, but such a relation cannot be established
if Brahman is not first a sense object. Even if we could infer the
existence of Brahman on the basis of cause and effect, we could only
arrive at the knowledge of a Being that is the efficient cause of the world.
However the Upani$ads reveal that Brahman is not only the efficient
cause of the world, but Brahman is also its material cause. They further
reveal that the essential nature of Brahman is Awareness, and that the
essential nature of the individual soul is none other than the Awareness
that is Brahman. This point, that the trne nature of the Self is pure
Awareness that is Brahman itself, certainly requires the Upani~adic
re'1clation. Early in his commentary upon the Brahmasfltra, Sankara
raises the objection that it is not correct to maintain that the true nature
of the Self is known only through the Upani~ads, because the Self is
contained in the idea of "I". His answer is that:
No, [the Selfl is the witness of the idea of "I". For neither
in the section of the Veda which enjoins religious duty, nor
in the tenets of the logicians, does any one come to
understand that Being (puru,sa) which, as distinct from the
agent Uiat is contained in the idea of "I", is the witness of
that [I-notionl, present in all beings, uniform, one,
immutably eternal. the Self of all.3 8
Thus Sankara says the self-understanding that people nonnally possess,
that the self is the self-reflexive subject evident in such acts of reflexive
awarnness as: "I am such and such" etc., is an error, because the true Self
is the absolute subject, it is pure Awareness, the "witness" of the ego
and its activities, and it is actually without boundary. We do not
spontaneously know this, and left to ourselves we would assume that the
ego-consc iousness, the "I" in the appercepti on "I think", is the
fundamental subject, and we would not orient our thinking otherwise.
The Upani~ads, however, reveal a different understanding. They reveal
that there is a reality behind the cosmos; that the cosmos is a unity and
is non-separate from that reality; and that this reality is the true Self of
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everything. Thus the Upani~ads constitute a revelation in the complete
sense of the word.
If the Upani$ads are revelation, what is the legitimate scope of human
reason in determining the nature of reality? One feels that Sankara had
developed more than a little personal animosity towards the "logicians"
who engaged in independent, unfettered speculation on the nature of
reality. When Sali.kara refers to them, there is at times more than a touch
of scorn in his writing. To cite a few colourful examples from his
commentary upon the Brhadilra~1yaka Upani~ad:
Oh! the dexterity in inference shown by these bulls of
logicians who lack only a tail and horns!...
... this unity of Brahman is a secure fortress impregnable to
logicians, those first rate heretics and liars, and inaccessible
to persons of shallow understanding and to those who are
devoid of the grace of the scriptures and the teacher. 39
The contempt that he shows toward tlle "logicians" is because they rely
on their own unaided powers of reasoning to faU1om reality, much like
the philosophers of ancient Greece. Sankara thinks that no finality can
be reached through such a method of independent speculation, as he says
in some well-known passages:
And for the following reason, a matt.er to be known from
scripture [Veda] ought not be challenged by mere reasoning.
For reasoning .that is independent of the Veda and relies
solely upon human speculation lacks certainty, because
pure speculation has nothing to restrain it. For instance,
the speculative reasonings assiduously advanced by some
clever people are found to be defective by others who arc
still more clever, and the speculations of the latter are
subsequently found defective by others. So independent
reasoning cannot be relied upon to be conclusive, for
opinions are diverse. 40
It is not possible to assemble all the logicians of the past,
· present and future at one place and time so that their
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opinion about one thing would be unanimous and could be
called "right knowledge" .41
Sankara is not against reasoning per se, his opposition is towards
reasoning that is not in harmony with what the Upani~ads reveal.
Wilhelm Halbfass puts the matter nicely when he says that for Sankara:
"[reason] has its legitimate role under the guidance of and in cooperation
with sruti" _42 Saiikara frequently makes the point that reason must be in
accord with the Vedic revelation, as in his comment that when the
Brhadiiral;lyaka Upani~ad ordains rational reflection (manana) in addition to
hearing the Upani~ad (§rav81)8), we should not, under such a pretext, try to
find an opportunity here for "dry logic" (§u~katarka), i.e., independent
ratiocination, and he says: "only reasoning that agrees with the sroti is to
be accepted, for it assists direct experience (anubhava). " 43 Following this
statement, Sankara proceeds to give some instances of the type of
reasoning that he has in mind. He says:
(1) Since the states of waking and dream both exclude one
another, the Self is not intrinsically connected to them. (2)
Because the soul in the state of deep sleep leaves behind the
waking world and is unified with the Self whose nature is
pure Being, it is itself of the nature of pure Being that is
free from the phenomenal world. (3) Since the phenomenal
world originates from Brahman, it must be non-different
from Brahman according to the logic that the effect is 'not
other than its [material] cause. 44

To take the first instance. As we have seen in the case of the
MliI}{liikya. a number of Upani~ads refer to the states of waking, dreaming
and dreamless sleep. These states alternate, wbereas the Upani~ads reveal
the Self to be invariable in all the sqttes. Since that is what the
Upani~ads reveal, we are entitled to draw the conclusion that the Self is
not intrinsically the waker, the ~reamer or the sleeper, for if it was
intrinsically associated with one state it could not exist in the absence of
that state. In the second instance, he says the Upani~ads reveal tllat in
dreamless sleep the individual soul leaves behind the waking world and
temporarily merges with the unconditioned Self, pure Being. Since that is
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the case according to the Upani~ds, we are entitled to draw the conclusion
that pure Being, free from phenomenal experience, is the true nature of
the soul. Lastly, the Upani~ads speak of the world originating from
Brahman; that being the case, the world cannot be· a second thing in its
own right, because we know by observation tllat the product of the
material cause is not a second thing to the material cause itself.
These instances present a mode of reasoning where the conclusion is
implied as a necessary presumption. Necessary presumption (arthapatti),
which is the postulation of a fact to explain another fact, is accepted by
Advaita Vedantins as a means of valid knowledge (pramliI}a) distinct from
inference. In the well-known example of presumption, we hear that
Devadatta is fat but otherwise healtlly and we also hear that he never eats
during the day. The only conclusion we can draw from all this is that
Devadatta must be eating during the night. If we do not draw this
conclusion the known facts about Devadatta will remain unintelligible:
Sankara uses the mode of reasoning called srutarthapatd, or the necessary
presumption from what is heard, i.e., what is revealed in the sruti, to
establish some of his most important teachings. For example, in his
commentary on the Brhadli.ral,iyaka he raises the following question:
If you say that ignorance is not logically possible in

Brahman, we say: no, because knowledge is enjoined about
Brahman. If tllere was no superimposition of silver on the
mother-of.pearl shell, and when it is directly present before
the eyes, no one would need make known the fact that it is
a shell, by saying: "this is a shell, it is not silver". In the
same way, if the superimposition of ignorance upon
Brahman did not exist, there would be no need to present
the knowledge of oneness regarding Brahman through such
statements as: "all this is Being itself", "all this is
Brahman", "all this is the Self', "this duality does not exist
as something apart from Brahman". 45
So too he argues that if the performance of rites was the means to
immortality the depreciating remarks about wealtll that Yajiiavalkya
makes to Maitreyi would be out of place, since rites require wealth. 46 It
would not be correct to imagine that Sankara ~erives all his teachings by
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the application of reasoning to what the Upani~ads reveal, for the
Upani~ads are themselves explicit about many matters, bu~ there are
some teachings of Sankara which can be seen as the outcome of a process
of presumptive reasoning (arthapalti) based upon the Upani~ads. Notable
among them is !he famous teaching about superimposition (adhyasa), a
word that is not present in the Upani~ads, but which is an idea Sankara
finds necessarily implied throughout its teachings.
In the Brahmasiltrabha~ya there are numerous occasions where he
argues by necessary presumption. For example, he says that when the
Upani~ads make statements th~t: "Through which (insu·uction], what is
unknown becomes known" (CU 6.L3), and "When the Self is seen, when
it has been heard about, retlected upon and contemplated, all this becomes
known" (BU 4.5.6), they must be saying that nothing really exists as an
"other" to Brahman, because:
If anything is other than Brahman, the declaration that

everything is known through knowing one thing would be
stultified. The non-difference [of anything from Brahman]
is only possible if everything whatsoever originates from
the one Brahman. We understand that the proof of the
declaration is made by the smti in accordance with the logic
of the non-difference of the effects from their material
cause. 47
What we understand from the presentation of the
illustrations of the clay etc. (CU 6.l .4ff.), is that this
knowledge of everything can be comprehensible only in
this way, through the logic of the [non-difference between
the] mate1ial cause and its effects. 48
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the knowledge of the One, can only be upheld if Brahman is tl1e material
cause of the entire uni verse and if Brahman is the essential nature of the
individual soul itself, for the declaration would be nullified if anything
exists as an "other" to Brahman. So we can see from these instances how
Sankara uses logic, often of an arlhapatti type, to assist in the proof of
some of his characteristic teachings. Wilhelm Halbfass, summarising
the relation between reason and the revealed text in Sankara's thought, has
expressed the situation well:
In Sar'Jkara's understanding, the Upani0ads, the "knowledge
portion" of the Veda, respond to human reason, appeal to it,
provide it with a context, goal and basis. They contain so
many hints and implicit patterns of reasoning that they
seem to anticipate all merely human intellectual efforts.
Thus the Upani~ads are not a set of dogmas against which
human reason would have to revolt or assert itself, but
rather a source to which it traces itself and its own
legitimacy, a universe of meaning in which il can exercise
its potential without having to proclaim its autonomy and
to which it. can subordinate itself without having to
sacrifice itself. 50
Halbfass mentions U1at the Veda contains many of its own "implicit
patterns of reasoning". This is an important point which he aiso brings
out clearly when he says that the Veda:

Moreover, there is non-contradiction of the declaration [of
the knowledge of everything through the knowledge of the
One] once we accept that Brahman, while remaining
unaltered, is the individual soul. 49

... employs argumentation and demonstration among its
own modes of expression and communication. It uses the
language of reason, of "logical" demonstration as a means
of explication and persuasion, thus creating the basic
patterns of and the openness for legitimate human
reasoning. In tllis manner, reasoning itself is traced back to
the Veda, as a dimension of its own impersonal, yet
benevolent and skilful manner of speaking to the world. 5!

In these quotations Sankara argues by necessary presumption that this
declaration of the sruti, i.e., that there is knowledge of everything from

We can see that this is so from Sankara's own comments cited above.
Sankara says that the .fruti itself proves its declaration, that by tl1e
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lu1owledge of the One there is the knowledge of everything, by adducing
such illustrations as clay and the clay pots in order to demonstrate that by
the knowledge of one thing, the material cause, the clay, all the products
of the material cause become known for what they are, i.e., mere "namesand -forms" whose reality is ultimately nothing other than clay. Sankara
says that the sroti is itself employing reason to demonstrate its
declaration: "We understand that the proof of the declaration is made by
the sroli in accordance with the logic of the non-difference of the effects
from their material cause" (5alxlebhya.5 ea pralqti\'ikaravyatirekanyaycnaeva pratijiiasiddhir avagmnyate). So when Sankara says legitimate
reasoning is that which conf01ms to the smti, we should not think that
the fruti contains no reasoning of its own. Saiikara sees his task as
making explicit the reasoning that is often already implicit in the sruti.
He does, however, have some presuppositions with which he approaches
the text. There is, of course, the initial presupposition that the
Upani~ads teach a uniform truth and are "rational", or self-consistent, in
their overall purport. There is also the strictly philosophical
presupposition that he shares with Gau(,l.apllda who, as we have seen,
shared it with Nagarjuna and doubtless many others, and that is: to be
real is to be changeless. We shall refer again to this important point
later.
There are two more issues which ought to be at least briefly
addressed. The first is this: if the Upani~ads reveal that there is nonduality, but our perception reveals only duality, then the Upani!?ads and
perception stand opposed to each other. If the Upani~ads and perception
mutually conflict, how can they both be considered to be means of valid
knowledge? Sankara's response to this problem is to say that the means
of knowledge do not conflict with each other, because a means of
knowledge: "makes known something that is not within the scope of
another means of knowledge. "52 If the sruti makes a statement that fire is
cold and non-luminous, then it has to be assumed that the Vedic text
means something else, because as Sankara says, in a statement that is
frequently quoted: "even a hundred Vedic texts cannot be a means of valid
knowledge when they say that fire is cold and non-luminous! "53 Sru ti
cannot override a matter that is proved by perception. If, however, the
§ruti makes a statement about metaphysical matters, which is its proper
domain, and that statement is not metaphorical and is made with full
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purport, and that statement is found to be in conflict with perception,
then the sruti overrides perception. To put the matter with greater
precision: the knowledge revealed by the sruti does not actually negate
perceptual knowledge, it does not negate something that is proved by
perception, but it negates erroneous notions that arc assumed to be true
on the basis of perceptual data. 54 For example, the feeling that "I am
unhappy" is perceptual and may well be assumed to be valid knowledge
about myself, but according to the smti the Self is Brahman which is free
from all limitation and sorrow. In such a case, the §ruti negates the
erroneous self-knowledge even though it is based upon perception.55 The
smti teaching of non-duality does not deny that there is a perception of
duality, but it removes the enoneous idea, deriving from that perception,
that duality is real. It is analogous to our perception of a blue sky. The
conclusion that the sky is blue is based upon perception, but we know it
is not really blue even though we continue to sec it as blue. So too
duality is perceived, but it is not a valid perceptual knowledge, and so the
sruti sublates the notion of the reality of the perception but not the
perception itself. Likewise, if an inference contradicts what the .smti
explicitly says about metaphysical matters which are its own legitimate
domain, then such an inference must be considered fallacious.56
The second issue concerns the ontological status of the Veda itself.
In the Brahmasiitrabha§ya an objection is raised along the following
lines: if we accept that oneness is true then duality has to be false, but we
see that the Upani!?ads themselves presuppose differences, such as the·
difference between the teacher and the pupil, and such distinctions would
have to be untrue. But how can we accept that oneness is true when the
Vedanta texts which are supposed to reveal it are based upon untrue
dualities? 57 Sankara replies that all our empirical transactions are valid
until we' know the truth, just as our dream is valid until we wake.58
What Sankara says here is that the sruti assumes real differences, like that
of pupil and teacher, in order to enlighten the pupil, but after the pupil
knows the truth the latter too sees that differences are unreal. For how
else can the §mti teach except by assuming the standpoint of the one to
he taught? Furthermore, the fact that the scripture relies upon unreal
differences does not make the resultant knowledge untrue, as a true
knowledge can. result from an unreal cause. Sankara illustrates this when
he says that the person who awakens from a dream realises that the dream
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was unreal but he does not dismiss h;s knowledge of the dream as
unreal. 59 Though the dream was false, the knowledge of the dream is true since it is not negated. Similarly, the Upani~ad texts, though ultimately
unreal along with the rest of the world, are able to generate true
knowledge.
To conclude this section, I would like to refer to a discussion among
Western scholars as to whether it would be more correct to see Sankara as
a theologian rather than as a philosopher. Richard De Smet has argued
that while a number of notable modern Indian scholars have preferred to
see Sankara as a philosopher than as a theologian, his method is m(lre
correctly viewed as that of a theologian of the sruti. This view has
gradually gained currency among Western scholars. Provisionally
assuming the validity of this dichotomy, I feel that if we wish to cail
Sankara a "philosopher" we could find justification for doing so provided
that we define the meaning of "philosophy" in sufficiently broad tenns,
such as the search for First Principles and the investigation of reality so
as to offer a coherent and meaningful picture of the world as a whole.
Sankara's teachings unambiguously present us with such a "world-view"
where we can find interwoven ontology, epistemology and ethics. But if
we define philosophy as a purely rational inquiry that proceeds by way of
argument and is founded upon the supposition that human reason can of
itself discover the underlying order (logos) of things, then clearly Sankara
is not a philosopher in this sense. The method of philosophy as practised
~y its Greek founders, Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, as an investigation
mto the order of things by means of rational discussion and argument, has
defined the nature of philosophy in the West, and Sankara does not fit into
that mould.
If Sankara is not a philosopher according to this narrower definition,
can we say that Sankara is a theologian? Theology is the rational
discourse about God, and from the Christian centuries onwards this
discourse has proceeded from a ground i.n revelation. About the nature of
theology, Richard De Smet writes:
... the principle from which the validity of the theological
conclusion derives is not the evidence of human reason, but
the authority of an infallible testimony about the existence
and the proper nature of the Absolute.60
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And about the theological enterprise he writes:
The purpose of this science of faith is (1) to ascertain the
revealed testimony and the information it conveys, (2) to
develop all the implications of such data, by means of
demonstrations based upon authority and reasoning, and (3)
to defend its conclusions against all opponents.61
According to this explanatio,n we would have to agree that it would be
more appropriate to see Sankara as a theologian rather than as a
philosopher in the narrower sense described above. It is most important
to recognise the centrality of the .fruti to Sankara's thought, as well as to
the Advaita tradition as a whole, and to view Sankara as a "pnrely
rational" philosopher would be to misunderstand the role of the sruti in
his thought. Apart from the work of De Smet, the relation between
Sankara's thought and the fruti has also been clearly presented by
Wilhelm Halbfass and by Anantanand Rambachan. 62
It is most certainly correct to situate Sankara within the theological
realm of the Text, and Francis Clooney has expressed this point nicely:
Today, if we may presume a more balanced and favourable
attitude toward theology, we can understand more properly
and fruitfully the relationship between the theological and
philosophical domains of knowing. If we take seriously
the temporal relationships among these ways of knowing,
one may move from one to the other in either direction.
One may first engage deeply in sacred texts, and later
construct arguments and inquire into the foundations of
knowledge that support what one reads; or, one may begin
with lhe articulation of a rational discourse, and at a later
point submit it to the demands of sacred texts, perhaps to
ground it religiously, perhaps simply to illustrate and
explain it. Advaita represents the former of these
approaches, while modem readers have intended to interpret
it according to the latter. 63
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While it is entirely appropriate and necessary to bring to light the
centrality of the .fruti fot a correct understanding of Sankara, Clooney's
work highlights a danger inherent in this "either-or" discussion of
Sankara as either a philosopher or as a theologian, a discussion which
presupposes the historical separation of these disciplines in the West. A
separation of this kind has by and large not occurred in India where, for
Vedanta, theology and philosophy, and the various branches of the latter,
remain mixed together like the ingredients that blend to make a cake.
Philosophy, theology, and their separation, are all part of the history of
Western thought, and while highlighting the "theological" dimension to
Sankara serves as a salutary corrective to the mistake of seeing him as a
"purely rational" philosopher, we should also note that the label of
Advaita as "theology" has itself to be treated with some caution.
There are two areas, in method and in the final purpose, where those
who would see Vedanta as "theology" can be found to err. Clooney
regularly refers to the Advaitin as the "reader" of the text, but this brings
Advaita too close to the approach of the Western theologian. This is
evident from many of Clooney's statements, as for instance: "The
pern1anent textuality of the Text ensures the possibility that one can learn
Advaita from the outside in, by reading." 64 One c~n appreciate what
Clooney is saying in so far as his study is focused on Sankara's
commentary on the Brallmasutra, with its use of principles of
interpretation borrowed from the Mimamsa; but Clooney's approach to
Advaita ("Since reading is the practice that both Advaita and Christian
theologians have usually undertaken, ... " p.9) is somewhat misleading.
Engaging with the Text by reading is an approach that is seen only in
institutions of learning in India where Advaita is presented as an objective
course of study leading to some traditional qualification, such as that held
by a Vedic scholar, or else to a modern university degree, but it is not the
way that a committed spiritual seeker, a mumuk$U, ajijiiasu, is advised
to. proceed, at least initially. Sankara regularly employs the compounds:
sastracaryopade§a ("instruction by way of the scriptures and the teacher")
and vedantacaryopade5a ("instruction by way of the Upani~a:ds and the
teacher"). These are not stray expressions, such ideas can be found
throughout his works. 65 The regular compounding of the word
"scripture" along with "teacher" (acarya) should make it clear that Advaita
is not just a matter of a serious, solitary, engagement with the Text. At
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some point it is a matter of the committed seeker seriously engaging the
Text under the guidance of a competent teacher (a guru). Advaita's selfunderstanding, a~ a living, oral tradition, with a methodical transmission
(sanipradaya) of spiritual wisdom through the medium of a lineage of
teachers (parn.rhpara), should not be lost sight of, and we should bear in
mind the words of Sankara on the subject in his commentary on the
MuJJ<Jaka Upani~ad: "even someone who knows the scriptures should not
seek the knowledge of Brahman independently [without a guru]"
(sastraj1io 'pi svatantrye1.ia brahmajiim1mwe$aIJmil na kuryat).66 So in
Advaita the method is not just to engage the Text through reading, but
the method is to listen to the text from the mouth of the guru, to hear it
orally transmitted and explained; and to present it as primarily an exercise
of study, of "reading", is to deprive it of the methodology that it
articulates for itself.
Secondly, while there arc a number of traditions in Indian thought
that may well be considered primarily theological, such as Visi~tadvaita,
which shares with n01mative Christianity the view that liberation is to be
found in the next world, in Vaikm}.tha (or in "Heaven" in the case of
Christianity), Advaita considers liberation in this life to be the true aim
of the spiritual seeker. This gives Advaita a rather different character from
Western theology. In Advaita, the inquiry into the scriptures under the
instruction of a guru is undertaken with the ultimate purpose of livingliberation (jivanmukti). Although the Brallmasutra is largely a metawork discussing and hannonising the fruti texts, even it is engaged by the
Advaitin with the purpose of resolving doubts in order to assist the rise of
knowledge. AnJ in Advaita knowledge ultimately means the immediate
understanding of one's real nature as Brahman, as gained in this life itself.
Thus the purpose for which Christian theologians and Advaitins approach
their respective text<> is different, and indeed, it would be hard to find a
parallel among the former to the way in which we frequently find Sankara
versifying upon his own experience in his Upadefasallasri:
I am other than name, form and action. My
nature is ever free! I am the Self, the supreme
[i.e. unconditioned] Brahman. I am pure
Aw(ll"e:ness, always non-dual! (11. 7)
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Such is the soteriological outcome, the finding of one's real identity with
the Absolute in this life, which is the reason Advaitins engage with the
Text under the instruction of a competent guru. It is not the same in
traditions where the concepts of mok:;a and jfvanmukti arc absent, or at
least are not a pai1 of orthodox assent, as they are in Advaita. Since there
are these differences in the method and in the goal, we should be wary of
the potential misunderstan ding that may occur if, while trying to
understand one tradition, we inadvertently situate it too close to the orbit
of another.

(3) Brahman as ISvara and as the World
That there is an absolute reality is revealed by the sruti. This
revelation serves to give the human mind a particular orientation which it
otherwise may lack, and according to Sankara, certainly would lack. In
this section we shall attempt to deterrniuc Sankara's understanding of the
nature of 1svara, the Lord, or "God", and the relation of the I~ord to the
absolute Brahman, by following Sankara's statements taken largely from
his commentary on lhe Brnhmasutra . Sankara has not left us with a
systematic discussion on the nature of I svara; this is certainly unfortunate
considering the numerous discussions in his works on other topics. some
of which, such as his lengthy altercations with the Miqiarhsakas, are of
little relevance today. So here we shall try to rethink the thoughts of
Sar1kara, as we find them in the Brahmasiltrabha:;ya, and arrive at an
understandin g that will, hopefully, be an accurate presentation of his
views.
It is doubtful whether the existence of God can be proved by pure
reason. There are well-known arguments for the existence of God: in
India these were most notably developed 1Jy the Naiyayikas, and such
arguments met with strong counter-argu ments. such as those of the
Buddhists against the Naiyayikas. 67 Among the various argument<> for
the existence of God, the argument from design (or "to design") might, at
ille outset, be deemed the most plausible: from the observation that the
vari;ms phenomena in the world seem to exhibit order - the growth of
trees '1i plants, tbe regular movement of tl1e tides, the rotation of the
earth and heavenly bodies etc. - and appear to exhibit signs of having an
intelligent arrangement, we can infer the existence of an intelligent Being

who has created a cosmos. However, even if we could infer the existence
of God on the basis of µie observation of an intelligently ordered world,
we would not be able to know more than that a God exists. Sankara does
not even agree that we can infer the existence of God without the
revelation of the sruti. He argues that inference cannot prove the
possibility that there exists one God, a~ conceivably there could be more
than one God, each canying out some allotted task in the creation of the
world, in much the same way as a variety of skilled people are seen to be
required for the construction of a house.
Sa1'lkara's view, as we have seen, is that metaphysical issues are the
proper domain of the Vedic revelation alone and it is the latter that reveals
the existence of a single, ultimate principle. Sankara says that even
though the sruti may be seen to be at variance over some of the details of
creation, such as the mention of five elements in one Upani~ad and three
in another Upani~ad, that is really of no consequence because it is not the
purpose of the sruti to teach about creation. He says that knowing the
details of creation does not serve any human goal (such as dhamia, artha,
kama or mok$a). 68 But it is important to note, he says, that the
Upani~ads unanimously teach about a single creator. 69 Thus according to
Sankara the consistent revelation of the Upani~ads is that there is a single
ultimate principle from whom this universe originated.
Though the valid testimony for the existence of God is solely from
the fruti, Sankara sees the statement in the Brl1adar81].yaka: "Under the
mighty rule of this Immutable, 0 Gargi, the sun and moon are held in
their positions" (BU 3.8.9) as speaking about God in what amounts to a
verification of the "argument from design". Sankara says:
... Therefore [on the basis of the above §ruti text] the
existence of this Immutable is proved. For it is an
invariable sign that heaven and earth remain in a fixed order
and this is not tenable without a conscious Ruler who is
free from the cycle of birth and death. 70
But here, Sankara is not inferring the existence of God through the
"argument from design", he is just saying that this is a valid argument
since the .fruti, in speaking about God, reveals it to be valid, but that
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does not mean that one could use it to infer the existence of God
independently of the sruti.
In Brlladara~1yaka Upani$ad 1.4.7, there is a passage about the
originatio n of the world: "This [universe] was then unmanifested. ~t
manifeste d only as name-and-form." Could it be understood from this
passage that the universe of name-and -fonn manifested spontaneously of
its own accord? Arguing against this view, Saiikara says: "on the
strenoth [of the context] it is implied that [the manifestation] depended
o
upon the controller, the agent and the operation of the means. ,,71 In h.1s
comments upon this passage in Brahmasiitra 1.4.15, he argues that:
From the wav this world is manifest as name-and -fonn at
the present ti~e, [it is evident that] it manifests as having a
controller. We should understand that the situation was the
same at the beginning of the emanation of the world, for it
is not tenable to conjecture something contrary to what is
observed.72
He goes on to argue that the passive verb "it manifested" (vyakriya ta)
implies a manifesti ng agent, just as an expressio n like "the village is
reached" implies a traveller. 73 Thus in the view of Sankara, all the
Upani1)ads reveal the existence of a single God as the creator of the worl~.
According to Advaita, God is not only the maker of the world, its
intelligent cause, or "efficient cause" (nimittakar~a), but God is ~so. its
"material cause" (upadanakarai:ia), i.e., God is also the very constitutive
"stuff' of the universe. In the Judeo-Christian and Islamic traditions God
is the efficient cause of L'1e world, but not its material cause. It is this
latter aspect which is particularly important to understand, for it renders
the Upani~adic perspective of the nature of God highly distinct. from oth.er
major traditions, and this presents a considerable conceptual difficulty .f~r
those who partake, either explicitly or implicitly , in the Sem1t1c
understanding of God. "The "Western" concepts of God tend to ernpha~ise
the transcend ence of God; God is "out there", somewhe re beyond the
cosmos. This idea of God, as a personal Being who is located somewhere
outside the cosmos, who is apart from this world, constitutes a subtle but
powerful stumbling block to comprehe nding the Upani~adic-Advait~c
understan ding of God. This is true not only for those brought up m
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Western traditions but also for Hindus who belong to those bhakti
traditions tlmt see God as located at some place, eg. in Vaiku~ifha, and
teach that pralq-1i is the material cause of the world.
Before examinin g Sankara's statements about God as the material
cause, we will first look at the more familiar aspect of God as the
intelligent, or efficient cause. We arc able to know that God is tl1e
efficient cause on the basis of such .~ruti texL'> as: "He willed, 'I will be
many, I will be born'." (TU 2.6.1), "It deliberated, 'I shall become many,
I shall be born'." (CU 6.2.3). Sankara says that free agent~hip is indicated
by the statement "He willed", and since the passages previous to these
indicate that nothing else then existed, and a5 there is no mention of any
other first cause, the only legitimate conclusion is that Brahman must be
the efficient. cause of the world. 74 But if Bra.1man is the efficient cause of
the world, some difficulties involved in the very idea of God as the first
cause have to be addressed.
The first question is: why would God ever wish to create a world? Is
there some purpose behind creation? If the creation has a purpose, God
must have some need to fulfil, for rational actions take place only when
we wish to accomplish something, not otherwise. But if God acts to
fulfil some inner need, then the self-sufficiency on the part of the Lord
would be called into question. However if the Lord acts irrationally, i.e.,
if the Lord acts without any purpose to the action, then the Lord could be
compared to a insane person who acts solely out of a deranged state of
mind without having regard to the consequences of tl1e action. So why,
then, does God create the world?
Such is the objection that Sankara understan ds to be raised in
Brahmas iitra 2.1.32. The following siitra presents the reply to this
objection and here the author of the siitras uses the word "play/sport"
(Illa). Sankara's reply is thus contextualised by the word llla in the sii.tra.
Sankara affirms that the Lord creates as in a lila and he uses tl1e word in
its two principal meanings, in the sense of "sport" as well as in the sense
of the "facility" with which an act is accomplished. He says just as a
king or his minister, who ha~ all that he requires, might yet engage in
some sportive (lila) activity, such as playing a game, without having
something to accomplish by it, so does the Lord act solely from his own
nature without having anything to accomplish. And though the creation
of this universe may appear to us to be a mighty task, the Lord creates it
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with ease (llla), since he has unlimited powers. Sankara rejects the
suggestion that the Lord did not create, because there are iexts to the
contrary, or that the Lord's creation was an act of derangement, since the
texts affirm the Lord's omniscience.
We can see that the siitra uses the word "Ina" to avoid the specific
objection that the act of creation implies some inn~r need on the part of
the Creator. The solution proposed by the sutra seems to render the
creation rather pointless, but that was the price the author of the sutras
was willing to pay to avoid the difficulty concerning an implied
imperfection on the part of the creator. Such is the dilemma in
understanding God's creation of the world! Sai1kara, however, does not
seriously engage with the question, he is content to justify the view of
the siitrakara. But he does make a final point he says that we should not
forget that the smti texts dealing with creation are not at the level of the
highest truth (paramartha), they are in the realm of conventional reality
(vyavahara), and their real purpose lies elsewhere. 75 We shall return to
this important point later.
The objection in the following sii.tra is even more serious. If God is
the cause of the world, then God is open to the charges of acting with
partiality and with cruelty. The Lord has created a vastly unequal world:
some beings, such as gods, experience sublime pleasures, while at the
other end of the spectrum animals experience much suffering, and humans
beings experience both, but with less intensity. Furthermore, the cruelty
of inflicting suffering on creatures, and then finally destroying them,
would prove abhorrent even to wicked people. Sankara's response to these
objections is again conditioned by the sii.tra on which he is commenting.
He says these faults are not applicable to God; they would apply if God
created with complete independence, but that is not the case, for the Lord
creates taking into account the merit and demerit ~ccruing from the past
lives of the souls. The Lord gives to each soul the result of their past
deeds (karma) and thus there is neither partiality nor cruelty on the part of
the Lord. But, it is further objected, all of these deeds only occur after
creation has begun, before creation there was no kanna to form the basis
of differentiation of the souls into the bodies of gods and animals etc. So
initially all beings must have been created equal.
Sankara's response to this whole issue is to affirm that the cycle of
worldly existence (samsara) is beginningless (anadi), and he gives the
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analogy of the beginningless causal relation that exists in the series of the
seed and sprout. We have seen that such an argument puts Sailkara at
odds with Gam;lapada who, in 4. 20 of his Karika, argued that the
illustration of the seed and the sprout cannot be used to illustrate a
beginningless series, since we must first prove that the relation between
seed and sprout is beginningless. However Saiikara is here faithfully
following the argument of the siitrakara, who says: "... no, because
[sainsara] is beginningless (. .. na, anaditvat) (2.1.35). But at two othe;
places in his Brahmasii.trabh3$ya Sankara contradicts this very argument of
beginninglessness. The most notable occurrence is at 2.2.37 where,
arguing against the notion that the Lord is only the efficient cause of the
world and not its material cause, Sankara attacks some of the very
arguments that he had supported in 2 .1. 34-36. He says that if one
proposes that the Lord creates the world taking into account the karma of
the souls (so as to avoid the defect that the Lord's creation, which is full
of inequality, leads one to infer that the Lord is motivated by partiality),
then Sankara argues that in that case there would be a relationship of
mutual dependence between the Lord and karma. And if one should seek
to escape from this defect of mutual dependence by taking refuge in the
beginninglessness of this relationship, then Sankara will not allow it, for
he says that beginningless does not solve the problem, it just extends the
problem indefinitely.76
In such argument5 as the above Sankara attacks the idea that the Lord
is solely the efficient cause of the world; yet in spite of such diffic~lties,
he is nonetheless committed to accepting that the Lord is the efficient
cause since, as we have seen, the Upani~ads reveal this, as when it is said
that before creation Being alone existed, without a second, and then: "that
Being deliberated: 'I shall become many, I shall be born'." (CU 6.2.3).
Such statement<> as these clearly tell that the Lord is both the efficient
cause (as is seen by the word "deliberated") and the material cause of the
world (as seen by the statement "I shall become many"\ In reply to the
objection that a deliberation before creation is seen on the part of efficient
causes only, like potters etc. ("I shall make a pot"), but it is not seen that
a material cause has any such deliberation, Sankara replies that this is not
a matter for inference based upon what we observe in the world, it is a
matter for the sruti alone, and the sruti reveals that the Lord who
deliberated is the material cause as well.-~ 7 Sankara also says that
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statements such as: "Through which [instructionl, what is
unknown becomes known" (CU 6.1.3) can only be logically possible if
God is the material cause, because if God is only the efficient cause then
God must always be other than the world, with the consequence that the
Upani~adic proposition "by the knowledge of the One thing, everything
becomes known" could never be fulfilled. 78 Thus God is at once the
efficient as well as the material cause, and it is the latter aspect in
particular that becomes a key to ur.derstanding the true nature of things
according to Sankara, as we shall try to show.
Sankara's commentary on siltras 2.1.14, 22 and 27 are especially
helpful for grasping his understanding about the nature of reality. In siitra
2.1.13 he raises an objection that if Brahman is the material cause, it
would mean that Brahman has become everything, so Brahman must be
both the subject and the object, but if that is the case the usual
distinction between subject and object would break down. What would
become of our nonnal, empirical understanding, of the division of subject
and object? So the teaching that Brahman is the material cause is
untenable as it contradicts experience. Sa11kara replies that the fact that
Brahman is the material cause docs not upset our ordinary empirical
understanding of the relationships of things in the v:orld. He says that
just as the modifications of the ocean, the waves, ripples, foam and so
forth, are not different from the ocean which is nothing but water, but
still there are the distinctions: "this is a wave, this is foam" etc., and
though we make these distinctions we do not think that the wave etc. is
something other than water, so too, there is no mixing up of o'ur normal
experience of subject and object even though everything is not other than
Brahman.79
Sankara commences 2.1.14 with the remark that the previous
objection was answered by adopting the perspective of conventional life
(vyavahm·s), but the differences that pertain to conventional life are not
true from the level of ultimate reality (panunartha). Here Sankara makes
the important distinction between "levels" of reality, or rather "levels" in
our understanding of reality, and he makes reference to this distinction
some fourteen times in his discussion of this particular siltra. 80 We have
seen that Gau<}apada too has spoken from two levels of truth (i.e. reality),
for when he refers to the "ultimate truth" (paramartha) in karika 2.32 he
necessarily implies a level of conventional truth as well. It is through
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resorting to this distinction between "levels" of reality, an empirical
reality and an ultimate reality, that Sankara is able to hannonise different
types of statements in the sruti; and it is through this distinction that he
is also able to accept the experience of duality in empirical life and yet
deny the reality of such experience from a higher understanding, and
thereby show that from the ultimate (paramartha) perspective there is
Advaita, non-duality.
This is what he says at the beginning of 2.1.14:
The refutation contained in the preceding siitra was set forth
by accepting the empirical division of the experiencer and
the objects of experience. However this division does not
exist from the standpoint of the highest truth, because these
two, the effect and its [material] cause, are understood to be
non-different. The effect is the manifold world consisting
of space etc. and the supreme Brahman is the [material]
cause. What we understand is tliat, in reality, the effect is
"non-different", i.e., it does not exist separately from that
[Brahman the material] cause. 81
Sankara justifies this reasoning by appealing to the reasoning supplied
by the smti itself. The fruti referred to is the famous "vacarambha{ia"
fo1ti (CU 6.1.4) which says: "By [knowing] a single lump of clay,
everything that is made of clay would become known. A modification
begins with speech, it is a [mere] name. The day alone is true [i.e.
real]." Explaining this fruti, Sankara says that when the clay is known
as clay, all that is made of clay, plates, dishes and so forth, would
become known, since they all equally consist of clay. He cites the sruti
just referred to and explains that a modification is begun just through
speech which says "it is", and he goes on to say: "whereas there is no
modification whatsoever existing as a real thing" (na tu vastuvrtte1ia
i 1ikaro

nama ka§cid asti). 82

The "vacarambha~ia" smti tells us that by knowing the material cause
we know all of its modifications in so far as they are ultimately nothing
but the material cause. It further states that the material cause is real and
the modifications are ontologically unreal, their reality commences with
language. While there is a transactional entity called a clay pot that
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fulfils practical functions like holding water etc., in reality there is no
such entity as "pot" because the noun "pot" does not refer to a substance,
it just refers to the clay which is the actual substance. Thus, according to
this sruti text and Salikara's explanation of it, our world is replete with
nouns that lack ontologically real objects, because when our perspective
shifts to the material cau~e we find that entities do not exist independently
of the material cause itself. When the particular configuration of the
material cause is predicated by "it is", a transubstantiation, as it were,
occurs in the mind and the configuration acquires an inherent existence of
its own: "pot is", "table is", "door is" etc. The idea that the modification
of the material cause is a "thing" in its own right is erroneous, for the
modification has no existence of it own since what truly exists is only
the material cause in a particular configuration. This Upani$adk
perspective, that the material cause alone is real and its effects are "unreal"
- their independent substantiality is a mental construction based upon
language - is very different from the Western tradition which seems to
remain indelibly under- the influence of Aristotle who, justifying a
commonsense view of the world, made a distinction between Matter and
Fonn and considered that both together constitute substance.
The teaching that Brahman is the material cause and that the world is
its actual transfonnation (paril)lima) leads on to the teaching that there is
only an apparent transformation (vivarta), once it is clearly understood
that the effect of the material cause is not an entity in its own ri.ght. The
material cause has not really become anything, since nothing "other"
exists than the material cause itself. The teaching of real transformation
is based on the idea that one thing changes into something else, but when
it is discovered that there is no other thing except the material cause, what
is it that the material cause has changed into? Thus, as has been pointed
out by Dharmendra Nath Shastri, the paril}limavada leads inexorably into
the vivartavada .83 However we should note that a type of vivarta is
already present in the Upani$ads themselves, as is evident in Chandogya
Upani~ad 6.1.4ff.
Although there is no transformation of the material cause into
anything other than itself, there is nonetheless some change on the part of
the material cause. Though the clay does not really change into a P'Jt,
since from the perspective of the clay there is no thing (which we call as
"pot") that it changes into, the clay does undergo an alteration of its
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shape. It does not remain absolutely changeless, or immutable (kii{astha).
So too Brahman, as the material cause of the world, has not ·changed into
another thing, the world, since what we call as "world" is not an
ontological entity in its own right; it is not something other than the
material cause, Brahman itself. But if Brahman is the material cause,
then, as in the case of the clay, some sort of alteration of Brahman must
nevertheless occur. And if Brahman undergoes any sort of alteration a
number of difficulties arise.
Such difficulties are as follows. If Brahman has parts it is
conceivable that one part could transform while another part remains
unchanged. But if Brahman has parts, Brahman would be a composite
entity, and would thereby be subject to disintegration. Moreover we
know that Brahman is without parts from the .~mti texts that negate all
attributes, such as: "Partless, actionless, peaceful, faultless, without
taint" (SvU 6.19). Therefore Brahman must be without parts. But there
is a difficulty here also, for if Bqhman is without parts Brahman must
undergo transfom1ation in its entirety, and that goes against the smti
which repeatedly says that Brahman is without change. Furthermore, if
Brahman transforms in its entirety into the world it would amount to
saying that Brahman as such would cease to exist, for there would be no
Brahman apart from the world, and the fruti teachings that Brahman is to
be known would prove meaningless, because the world can be known
without any effort on one's part, merely by looking. Thus the teaching
that Brahman is the material cause that transforms is fraught with"
difficulty. 84
Sankara responds to such objections firstly by saying that there are
fruti texts that deny that Brahman has parts and also deny that Brahman
undergoes transformation:
We understand Brahman to be absolutely changeless
(kii tastha) from the Upani~ad texts that deny all
modifications, such as: "That great birthless Self is
undecaying, undying, immortal, fearless, Brahman" (BU
4.4.25), "This Self is to be described as 'not this, not this' "
(BU 3.9.26), "Neither gross, nor minute" (BU 3.8.8). One
and the same Brahman cannot be conceived as both having
the attribute of transforming and being free from
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Brahman: that it does not transform in its entirety and that
it is partless. 87

transformation. If_you say that it could be like [the one
body] can be motionless and also have motion, we say that
is not so because there is the specification that Brahman is
"absolutely changeless". The absolutely changeless
Brahman cannot possibly be the locus of diverse attributes
like motionlessness and motion. 85
In this important passage Sankara categorically states that Brahman
undergoes absolutely no alteration. On the one hand Brahman is accepted
as the material cause of the world, yet on the other hand Brahman is said
to remain somehow absolutely unchanged. How are we to understand
this?
In the following discussion Sankara directly responds to the objection
about partlessness and transformation raised above and he argues in two
ways: firstly from 5ruti, then after raising a counterargument he puts
forward his solution to the problem as he has gleaned it from his
hermeneutics of the sroti. We learn from the sruti,_he says, both that the
world originates from Brahman and that Brahman continues to exist
separate from its effects. What Sankara says here is that although the
world does not exist separately from Brahman, Brahman does exist
separate from the world. Sruti texts such as: "one foot of him are all
things, his three feet are immortal in heaven" (CU 3.12.6) clearly
indicate, Sankara says, that Brahnian transcends the world. Since Brahman
does exist apart from the world, the .§ruti texts teaching that Brahman is
to be known thereby remain meaningful. Sankara says we can
legitimately conclude on the basis of the sruti that: "Brahman is
unaltered" (avikrtam brahma). 86 This is an important statement for it
means, according to Sankara, that Brahman is the unchanged material
cause. But, again, how are we to understand this?
Sankara says:
Brahman is "fabdamiila ", i.e., the Upani~ads are the means
of knowledge about Brahman. The testimony of the senses
etc. are not the means of knowledge about Brahman.
Brahman has to be accepted just as it is presented in the
Upani~ads. And the Upani~ads teach both these facts about ·
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An objection is raised:
Even the sacred texts cannot make known something
contradictory, namely that the partless Brahman transforms,
yet not entirely. If Brahman is without parts then either it
would not transform at all or it would transform in its
entirety. But if it transforms in some aspect and remains
unchanged in some other aspect then it would follow from
the supposition of these different aspects that Brahman has
parts. 88
Sankara replies to this in an important passage where although he does
not use the teclmical expression that the world is an "apparent
transformation", a vivarta, of the unchanged Brahman, he does imply
such a teaching:

i

I

·'i'

I
I

~

No, because we maintain that this difference of aspects [i.e.
one aspect undergoes transformation while another remains
unchanged] is constructed by Ignorance (avidya). A thing
does not come to possess parts just because of a difference
of aspects that is constructed by avidya. . .. Brahman
becomes the locus of all conventional [or empirical] reality,
comprised of such things as transformation etc., due to this
difference in aspect characterised by name-and-form, which
is constructed by avidya, which remains manifest or
ut1manifest and which cannot be categorically stated as
either real [i.e. identkal to Brahman] or otherwise [i.e.
different from Brahman]. In the aspect pertaining to
absolute reality, Brahman is beyond all conventional
dealings and remains untransformed. 89
There are a number of points raised in this and similar passages, such as
his use of the word "Ignorance" (avidya) and the expression "name-andform" (namariipa), which require analysis and clarification. We shall take
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up these issues in the following chapter, but here our main concern is to
understand the "big picture", to follow Sankara in his own undersranding
of Brahman, and particularly with regard to his understanding of Brahman
as Isvara
What is clear from the discussion so far is that Sankara is juggling a
number of metaphysical issues and he is trying somehow to uphold them
all. As he sees it, the sruti reveals that Brahman is the efficient cause of
the world, thus Brahman is the Lord, or according to our usual
understanding, God, the creator of everything. The fa1ti further reveals
that Brahman, the Lord, is not just the efficient cause of the world but is
its material cause as well. For Sankara tllis is a fact, for the .fruti
consistently reveals such is the case. But. the sruti also reveals that
Brahman, while being the material cause, yet remains absolutely
changeless, and therefore Brahman can undergo no transfmmation at all.
The way that Sankara can resolve the contradiction that Brahman becomes
the world and yet somehow undergoes no change in the process is to
interpret the sruti as speaking from two levels, from the perspective of
absolute reality (paramartlla), as well as from the perspective of empirical
reality (vyavahara). We have seen that GamJapada too taught from the
perspective of two levels of reality.
Empirical reality (vyavallara) is not something fictitious, it refers to
the empirical world of objective reality, and according to this
understanding the world arises from the Lord who is its material cause.
God is therefore not just a hypothesis. The Lord exists, for we see that
the world exists, and the .fruti reveals that God is its cause. But there is
still something more. Sankara says that when we investigate the world
we find that it consists of things which the Upani$ads call "name-andfonn" (namariipa), i.e., material fonns which are called by certain names,
and these are reducible to further "names-aY]d-forms", and so on, until we
find that the world, as a world, is not a substantial reality at all, even
though it appears to be so. It is at this point, when the world has been
reduced to its constituents of "name-and-form", when the concrete
materiality of the world has been revealed as mithya, that we pass from
the vyavahara to the "level" of the paramartha, the ultimate reality. The
metaphor of "level" is appropriate enough, for we know from the example
of the laws of Newtonian and Quantum Physics that matter can be
expected to simultaneously follow two different sets of "laws", according

to whether it is viewed as a physical object or whether it is analysed from
the perspective of its atomic and sub-atomic structure. At the level of
iyavahara, Brahman is the Lord who is the efficient and the material cause
of the world. But from the absolute level the world is found to be an
unreal appearance (mithya), and simultaneous with this understanding the
Lordship (i.SVaratva) of Brahman is also found to be an appearance, as is
the individuality (jivatva) of the Self. Appearances arc always of
something, and what appears as the world is Bral1man itself, the One
Being - an undivided pure Awareness - that is the reality of all that
appears. It would be a mist:lke to say that the Lord (I svara) is reduced to
mere fiction, because the Lord as the Creator cannot be denied just as the
empirically existing world cannot be denied. And yet, ultimately, the
Lord turns out to be none other than the attributeless Brahman, when the
attributes of Brahman, through which Bral1man is the Creator, are seen as
mithya along with the mithya creation.
It would be futile to try to reconcile the two levels of vyavahliln and
paramartha, for they cannot be logically reconciled, though they may be
gra5ped in an intuitive understanding. But Sankara would say that this is
the only way to do justice to the different statements about Brahman in
the Upani::;ads without reducing any of them to metaphor, which is what
Ramanuja does in his interpretation of Brahman as the material cause.
Sankara's understanding of I svara is more fluid than what we find in later
Advaita, where 1Svara is somewhat unceremoniously reduced to a
formulaic proposition such as we can sec, for example, in the following
verse of Vidyarar).ya who expresses the point with a rather poetic flourish:
Both jiva and Hvara arc the calves of the
wish-fulfilling cow, the Karnadhenu called
maya. Drink this duality as much as you
like, but the truth is only non-duality.90
It is easy to sec how Vai~!fava bhaktas would have reacted against such a
clear-cut demarcation between the Absolute and I svara and the relegation
of the latter to the realm of maya. And yet despite the criticism that
could be levelled at Vidyarm~ya, and also much of later Advaita, for the
prominence given to the role of maya which tends toward its virtual
hypostatisation, Vidyarai)ya nonetheless must be fundamentally right,
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because if the }Iva and J svara are considered to be real in an ultimate
sense then an unbridgeable duality must exist between them, non-duality
could never be possible, and the numerous statements in the Upani$ads
revealing their ultimate identity, such as "you are That (tat tvam asi),
would have no place. Such sentences as "tat tvmn asi" would have to be
interpreted metaphorically or construed to mean "you are His" (tasya
tvam asi). Sankara would, I suspect, nol disagree with Vidyaral).ya's
statement, but neither does he put the matter so categorically. In his
statements in the Brahmasutrabl1a,~ya, his emphasis is more on saying
that I svara, minus the I svara-ness (I.SVaratva) brought about by
phenomenal factors, is Brahman, rather than specifically saying that
svara is a creation of maya.. Let us see some of Sankara's important
statements on this subject of I svara in the Bnihrnasiitrabha-?ya.
Sankara first raises tl1e following obje~tion:

r

Since oneness is the sole concern of those who teach that
the absolutely changeless Brahman is the Self, it follows
that there is neither a Ruler nor tl10se who are ruled, and so
the assertion made earlier that I svara is U1e cause of the
world stands crnmadicted.9 1
Sankara gives a fairly lengthy reply th2t succeeds in clearly presenting his
overall understanding of this matter, though he does so in a style in
which the idea.s arc particularly compressed. He says:
No, because omniscience depends upon the manifestation of
the seed, i.e., name-and-fonn, whose nature is avidya.
. .. Name-and-form is constrncted by avidya, it can neither be
categorically stated as real [i.e. as identical to Brahman] or
otherwise [i.e. as different from Brahman], it is the seed of
the entire expanse of phenomenal existence, it constitutes
the very self, as it were, of the omniscient Lord and is
referred to in both the smli and the smrti as the mayafakti
and the prakrti of the omniscient Lord. The omniscient
Lord is other than the name-and-form, a'> we know from the
smti.... Thus I svara confonns to the limiting adjuncts of
name-and-fonn made by avidyii, like space conforms to the
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adjuncts of a pot, a jar etc. And Hvara, in the sphere of
empirical life (vyavahara), rules over the selves conditioned
by the intellects [i.e. the vijiiananiayakofa], who are called
individual souls (jiva.s) and who, though really one with his
own Self, are like the space delimited by pots in that they
confonn to tlie body-sense-mind complex which is a
product of name-and-fonn which is itself presented by
avidya. Thus the Lord's being the Lord (Isvarasya
I.§varatva}, his omniscience and his omnipotence, depend
upon the limitation brought about by limiting adjuncts that
are of the nature of a vidya. From the perspective of
ultimate reality (parmnarthatal,1), when, through knowledge,
the Self is divested of all limiting adjunct<;, the expressions
pertaining to empirical life such as Ruler, ruled, omniscient
etc. are not logically possible. Accordingly, it is said:
"Where one sees nothing else, hears nothing else, knows
nothing else, that is the Infinite" (CU7.24.l); "But when,
to this knower of Brahman, everything has become the Self,
then what would he see, and tl1rough what?" (BU 4.5.15)
etc. Thus all Upani~ads speak of the cessation of all
empirical life (vyavahara) in the state of ultimate reality
(parmnartha). 92 ... However, in the sphere of empirical life,
Ille empirical dealings from I svara onwards have been told
in the fruti: "This One [i.e. the great, birthless Self: Jnahan
aja atma] is the Lord of all, this One is the Ruler of beings,
the protector of beings, the bank that serves as the boundary
to keep these worlds apart" (BU 4.4.22) .
On the basis of the smti the existence of I svara has to be accepted, for the
world exists, and I svara is revealed as its efficient cause and as its
material cause. Therefore we should note that in the Upani~ads the word
Brahman does not always refer to tbe attributeless (11irvisc;;a/nirgu~1a)
Brahman as pure Being-Awareness, but it refers to Hvara when the
context has to do with the origination of the world. Like the Upani~ads
themselves, Sankara often does not make the distinction particularly
evident, and in the Brahmasiitrabhli.$.ya he frequently uses the terms
Brahman, Paramatman, Paramesvara and I svara interchangeably. We will
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have occasion to refer again to this point in the following chapter. For
Sankara, the Lordship of the Lord is ultimately unreal (mithya) as it
partakes of the phenomenal realm, and that entire realm is negated by the
statements "not this, not this" (ncti ncti); but the Being of the Lord is
not unreal, because the Being of the Lord is nothing but the Being of
Brahman, the Pure Awareness, Reality itself. Sankara says as much in
the following passage:
When non-difference is awakened by the statements of nondifference such as: "you are That", then the condition of the
individual soul as subject to samsara vanishes, as does the
condition of Brahman as the Creator: because the entire
empirical world of duality, which is manifested by false
knowledge, is sublated by right knowledge. 93
The point to note about this passage is that Sankara just says: "the
condition of Brahman as the Creator vanishes" (apagatam bhavali
tada ... brahmal}a.5 ea sra$f.[tvam) and this indicates the fluidity of his
understanding of I svara and the unconditioned Brahman, for it is the One
Being, with or without the attributes of creatorship. 94 Later Advaitins,
following in the footsteps of Sankara, and further refining his thought,
have tended to make clear-cut those distinctions that Sankara left a little
vague, perhaps deliberately so, keeping in view what can be seen in the
Upani~ads themselves. And in their attempt to define precisely the ·
ontological status of I svara, the later Advaitins drew a rather heavy line,
as it were, and placed the attributeless Brahman on one side of it and
I svara on the other side along with maya. I suspect that Sankara would
have avoided such a rigid categorisation, for although he certainly does
make a distinction between l svara and the acosrnic (ni$prapaiica)
Brahman, his line is a fine one: there is a sole Being that exists, and
from the level of vyavahara that Being is ISvara, whereas from the
acosmic, paramartha perspective, it always remains the attributeless
(nirvifo$a) Brahman.
It is, however, this latter perspective alone that Sankara considers to
be the final purport of the smti. The knowledge of how the world arose
from Brahman, and even the knowledge that Brahman-I svara is its
material cause, are only stepping stones for what the smti intends to
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convey. The sruti fulfils itself in teaching that the individual soul is
essentially none other than the changeless Brahman, beyond all samsara,
for it is only here that the self-transcendence that is the fruit of liberation
can be found. He says:
The scripture, as for instance the passage that begins: "this
Self is described as 'not this, not this' " (BU 4.2.4) [and
concludes by saying]: "O Janaka, you have reached That
which is free from fear" (BU 4.2.4), shows that the fruit
only accrues from the direct knowledge that the absolutely
changeless Brahman is the Self. About this matter, this is
the conclusion: in a context dealing with Brahman, when it
is established that the result accrues only from the direct
knowledge of Brahman as free from all attributes, then
whatever in that context is not mentioned as the result,
such as Brahman undergoing transformation into the form
of the world, would find applicability only as a means to
the direct knowledge of Brahman. That is in accord with
the Mimamsa principle: "whatever does not have a result of
its own, but is mentioned in close proximity to something
having a result, forms a part of the latter. "95
And again he makes the same point:
The sruti texts that speak of transformation of Brahman do
not aim at teaching transformation, because we do not see a
result from understanding that. Rather, the sruti speaking
of the transformation of Brahman aims to teach that
Brahman, free from all phenomenal life (vyavahiira), is the
true Se! f, for we see that there is a result in understanding
that. As when the fruti begins: "this Self is described as
'not this, not this' " (BU 4.2.4) and [concluding] says: "O
Janaka, you have reached That which is free from fear" (BU
4.2.4).96
In the following chapter we shall take up some of the important terms
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that have been referred to here, as well as some other matters central to
Sankara's teachings, and we shall examine these in the light of notable
contributions by scholars to the study of Sankara's thought.

J. Bader, Conquest of the Hmr Quarters: Traditional Accounts of
the Life of Smikara. Unpublished Ph.D Thesis. The Australian
National University, 1991, p. 51. Bader says that all the eight
"biographies" that he studied refer to the meeting of Sankara and
Govindapada. There are no extant works of Govindapada.
Bader., ibid., p.56. Cf. Srfmat-Saiikaradigvijaya. Sri Rangam:
Vani Vilas, 1972, ch.5, v.105, p.60. Swami Tapasyananda (tr.),
Sankara-Dig-Vijaya: The Traditional Account of the Life of Sri
Sankaracharya by Madhava- Vidyarm1ya. Madras: Sri Ramakrishna
Math, 1978, p.50.
In BSBh 1.4.14, p. 320, line 7f., (tr.) p.273, he cites GK 3.15.
In BSBh 2.1.9, p.365, line 2f., (tr.) 318f., he cites GK 1.16. In
2.1.9, p.365, line 1, just before he cites GK 1.16, he refers to the
word mayamatram in GK 1.17 when he says: mayamatrarh hy
etat parmnatmano' vasthatrayatmwa-avabhasanarh rajjva iva
sarpadibhavena-iti. It is also possible, though not conclusive,

that he salutes Gam,1apada in US 18. 2.
4

The literature on the date of Adi Sankara is very extensive and it
is not my intention to attempt a contribution to this question.
H. Nakamura has discussed the date of Saiikara at length in his
work, A History of Early Vedanta Philosophy. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1983, p.48-88. He places Sankara at approximately
700-750 CE. Karl Potter, relying in part on the dating of
Mmy,lanamisra by Allen Thrasher, places Sankara in the late
seventh and early eighth centuries, i.e., about a century earlier
than the frequently cited dates of 788-820. Karl. H. Potter,
Encyclopedia of Indiw Philosophies (vol. 111): Advaita Vedanta
up to Smpkara and His Pupils. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1981,
p.116. G.C. Pande places him between 650 and 700 CE., cf. his
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work, Life and Thought of Sankaracarya.
Banarsidass, 1994, p.52.

,<jaJikaracmya

Delhi: Motilal

5

Eg. BSBh 1.1.5, p.107, line Sf, (tr.) p.51. 2.1.22 p.394, line 17,
(tr.) p.349.

6

GK 3.3-9.

7

Eg. BSBh 2.1.9, p.365, line 1, (tr.) p.318. mayarnatram hy etat

English translation of the UpadciasahasrI, which is available
through the Shanti Sadan.
II

Eg. see US (prose) 2.86-89; (verse) 10. 4; 17. 18, 66. BUBh
2.1.18, p.729 line 15ff., (tr) p. 197; 4.3.19, p.888 line 16ff., (tr)
p.456.

12

Cf. GK 3. 19, 21. Sankara shares the same premise eg., US 16.

38 (avasthantaravattve hi na§o'sya syan na sam.fayaf:i). Also cf.
BUBh 1.4.10, p.669 line 8f, (tr.) p. 101; 1.4.15, p.685 line 9,
(tr.) p.127; 2.1.15., p.723 line 21f., (tr.) p.188; 2.4.12, p.766
line 14, (tr.) p.256; 3.4.2, p.808 line 24f, (tr.) p.328; 3.9.28,
p.850 line I 3f., (tr.) p.396; 4.3.20, p.890 line 27, (tr.) p.459;
4.4.6, p. 917ff. line 27ff, (tr.) p.501. TUBh 2.1.l, p.283 line 8f.,
(tr.) p.291.

paramatrnano' vasthatrayatrnana-avabhasanam rajjva iva
sarpadibhli.vcna-iti. He then quotes GK 1.16. Cf. note 3 above.
The rope-snake analogy in mentioned in GK 2.17-18.
BSBh 2.1.9, p.364, line 16, cvam avasthatrayasii.k$I-eko-

avyabhicari,
9

avasthatraye~ia

vyabhicl'iriJJii na sarhsprsyate.

Ibid, p.365, line 1, mayamatrarh hy etat paramatrnano'

13

vasthatrayatmana-avabhasanm:h rajjva iva saipadibhiivena-iti.
10

US 16. 18. One may note that in this verse, Sankara's
expression: "their seed called deep sleep" (tayor bijam
SU$Uptakhyarn) resembles the expression bfjanidra in GK 1.13.
With regard to the Upadefasahasri, I am following the edition of
Swami Jagadananda, Upadc§asahasrf: A Thousand Teachings of Srr
Salikaracarya in two parts, prose and poetry, Madras: Sri
Ramakrishna Math, seventh ed., 1984. This edition is useful, in
spite of occasional misprints, because it is easily available and
inexpensive and it contains the text in Devanagari as well as an
English trnnslation. Professor S. Mayeda has brought out a
largely excellent English translation, A Thousai1d Teachings: the
UpadesasahasrI of Smikara, Tokyo, University of Tokyo Press,
1979. The English translation of the Eighteenth chapter by A J.
Alston is also helpful, "That Thou Art", Chapter XVIII of The
Thousand Teachings of Srr Smpkara, London, Shanti Sadan, third
edition 1982. A.J. Alston has recently published a complete
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Cf. the discussion of this verse in chapter one, section 2: The

VaitathyaprakaraIJa.
14

us

15

For example see US 9. 5; 13.5; 18.164, 167. Also BUBh 3.5.1,
p.811 line 6ff. Madhavananda, p.333, translates: "... the reality of
Brahman, though remaining as it is, naturally untouched by
Also BUBh 3.5.1, p. 811 line 20f.
anything .... ".
Madhavananda, p.333, translates: "As the sky, fancied by the
ignorant as being concave and blue, is really without these
qualities, being naturally untouched by them, similarly Brahman,
although fancied as being subject to hunger, thirst, etc., by the
ignorant, .... really transcends these qualities, being naturally
untouched by them ... ". Also BUBh 3.5.1, p.812 line 6f.
Madhavananda, p.334, translates: "But that which is described as
the witness of vision and so forth, ... .is ever untouched by such
relative attributes as hunger and thirst, as the sky is untouched by
impurities like the clouds etc." For other instances where the
as naturally "untouched" by
nature of the Self is referred

18.94.

to

phenomena cf. BSBh 2.1.9, p.364f., line 16L (tr) p.318: "So
too, the witness of the three states, single and invariable, is not
touched by the three variable states." Also CUBh 8.12.1, p.595
line 17f. (the text should read nivartitavivekai)), (tr) p. 64 7;
8.14.1, p.604 line 4, (tr) p.668.
16

17

us

18. 133.

shows something which is not (already) seen."

19

20

21

22

25

Jha, Pflrva-Mirnamsa in its Sources, op.cit., p.159f.

26

A.B. Gajendragadkar and RD. Karmarkar (ed. and tr.), The
Arthasaii1graha of Laugak,si Bhaskara. Delhi: Motilal

Eanarsidass, 1984, p.3.
27

BUBh 3.5.1, p.814, line lf., (tr) p.336, "the ultimate aim of the
Upani$ads is to teach Self-knowledge".

28

BUBh 1.4.7, p.654, line 24, (tr) p.77, and p.658, line 23, (tr)
p.84. BSBh 1.1.1, p.41, line lf., (tr) p.11.

29

BSBh 1.1.7, p.111, line lf, (tr) p.55.

J)

BUBh 1.1, p.607, line Sf., (tr) p.l. Here, Sankara explains that
the verbal root sad, accompanied by the prefixes upa and ni, has
the sense of completely destroying sarilsara. Also, 2.1.20, p.733,
line 10, (tr) p.202. Here, Sankara mentions that according to the
etymological meaning, the Upani~ad "takes one to the Self',
Upa=samiparil nigamayati. See also, KaUBh (introduction) p.57,
line 7f., (tr) p.93. Here, Sankara gives an elaborate explanation
with both the above meanings.

31

KaUBh (iutroduction) p.58, line Sf., (tr) p.94. BUBh 1.1, p.607,
line 8f., (tr) p.1.

32

BS Bh 2.3.40, p.548, liue 14f. (tr) p.500: vidhisastram tavad
yathapraptaril kartrtvam upadaya kartavyavi5e$am upadi5ati, na .
kartrtvam atmanal;l pratipadayati. Even wheh a person comes to

BGBh 18. v .66, p.294, line 23f., adn>tadarfanarthavi~ayatvat
praml'il)asya, "For the scope of a means of knowledge is that it

18
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BUBh 3.3.1, p.799, line 3f., (tr) p.312.
BUBh 1.1 (introduction), p.607f., line l lf., (tr) p.l. Also, BUBh
1.3.1, p.626, line 15f., (tr) p.32. BSBh 2.1.1, p.348f., line 9f.,
(tr) 302; 2.1.27, p.400, line 13f., (tr) p.355; 2.3.1, p.499, line
5, (tr) p.445. BGBh. 18.v.66, p.294, line 22f., (tr) p.757.
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Remarks on:
l §vara, !Iva, Upadhi, Namarfi.pa and A vidya

(1)

ISvara

Colonel G.A. Jacob is well-known for his immense and valuable
labour in the field of Indian thought. This can be seen from his book: A
Handful of Popular Maxims current in ~anskrit Literature, and it is
especially evident with regard to Vedanta in bis Concordance to the
Principal Upani$ads, as well as in his fine editions of old Vedanta texts. 1
Writing in 1893, in the Preface to his first edition of the Vedantasara,
Jacob refers to Smikara's use of the terms para and apara Brahman in the
Brahmasfitrabha$ya. Jacob says that writers of the Advaita school use the
terms para, mukhya and nirgu~ia to designate the pure unassociated
Brahman, and apara, amukhya, and saglllJ.a to distinguish: "that portion of
Brahma[n] which, through association with avidya, is looked upon as
God The latter is also called paramatman and parame.frara." 2 Jacob
argues that Sankara draws a distinction between para and apara Brahman,
but then proceeds to ignore the distinction, with the result that:
"according to Sankara's own showing, the terms param Brahman, aparazh
Brahman, para i&vara and I§vara are all exactly synonymous." 3 He goes
on to speculate as to the reason for this terminological confusion:
To me, therefore, it seems impossible to come to any other
conclusion than that the visi${1idvaitavadins or some similar
school, were in possession of the field in Sankara's time,
and that his own mind was so saturated with their doctrines
as to be unable to shake them off even when propounding
an antagonistic system. 4
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Leaving aside the vexed question as to the doctrinal orientation of the
Brahmasfitras themselves, as well as the point concerning the
commentaries on that text prior to Sankara, Jacob's remarks embody a
particular understanding that may be called into question. Even if it is
the case, as Jacob says, that writers in the tradition of Advaita use the
terms para Brahman and nirguI}a Brahman to indicate the Absolute
Brahman and terms like apara Brahman and saguI}a Brahman to refer to
I svara, the personal Lord, is that necessarily true for Sankara? Or could
Jacob be reading Sankara in the light of the later Vedanta with which he
became familiar? When Saiikara distinguishes between para Brahman and
apara, or saguI}a Brahman, does he mean by the latter two terms I svara,
as Jacob believes, or could he mean something else by the terms apara
and saguIJa Brahman?
George Thibaut, in the Introduction to his largely excellent
translation of the Vedanta-Sfitras with the commentary of Salikarlicarya,
similarly equates apara and saguI}a Brahman with I svara, the personal
God. 5 He then finds fault with Sankara's overt distinction of a higher and
lower Brahman.6 But perhaps his own understanding is somewhat
inaccurate, for in his laudable attempt to find conceptual clarity he may
have categorised I svara too neatly, as merely apara, or sagul}a Brahman.
The first question before us, then, is to try to determine whether such
terms as "lower Brahman" (apara Brahman) and "Brahmall with qualities"
(saguI}a Brahman) do in fact directly correspond to I svara, the cosmic
Lord.
The first occasion that Sankara makes reference to two "forms", or
"types", of Brahman is in his commentary on Brahmasfitra 1.1.11. Here
he raises an objection that since the Brahmasiitras have now shown that
an omniscient, omnipotent I svara is the cause of the origination
continuation and dissolution of the world, there is no nec~ssity of th~
subsequent sfitras.1 He replies by saying:
Brahman is understood as having two forms: as qualified by
limiting adjuncts, where difference is due to the
modifications of name-and-form, and as the opposite of
that, as free from all limiting adjuncts.s
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Sankara goes on to say that only when one is in the sphere of Ignorance
(avidya) does Brahman come within the sphere of all relations such as
those involving someone who conceptually meditates (upiisa.ka) on
Brahman which becomes the object (upasya) of such a meditation. He
concludes the passage by saying:
Even though Brahman is just one, it is taught in the
Upani~ads with reference to having a connection with
limiting adjuncts or as free from such a connection,
depending on whether it is to be either conceptually
meditated upon or to be known.9
Later passages help clarify what he means by the "lower" Brahman.
In 1.2.2, he says:
The Upani~ad statements: "without vital breath, without
mind, pure" (MU 2.1.2] refer to the pure [unconditioned]
Brahman. Whereas this text: "consisting of mind, having
the vital breath as its body" (CU 3.14.2) refers to the
sagUI}a Brahman. 10
·
When Sankara discusses the passage in the Chandogya Upani~ad where
the phrase "consisting of mind, having the vital breath as its body"
occurs, it is clear that he understands the entire passage to refer to I svara
who, in turn, is described for the purpose of conceptual meditation
(uplisana) as "consisting of mind, having the vital breath as its body" etc.
According to Jacob, Thibaut, and indeed many others, ISvara and the
saguI}a Brahman are fully synonymous concepts, but I suggest that this
is not entirely correct. While I svara can come under the general category
of sagUI}a Brahman, what Sankara often has in mind by the terms apara
Brahman and saguQa Brahman is I svara Itself, but with the further
predication of specific qualities (eg. "consisting of mind, having the vital
breath as its body" etc.) that are to be superimposed for the purpose of
meditation or worship. Therefore, while I svara is the sagul}a Brahman,
the latter is not merely synonymous with I svara. Rather, what Sankara
generally means by sagUI}a Brahman is I svara as further characterised by a
series of conceptual qualities for the purpose of meditation or worship.

218

1heMeth od of Early Advaita Vedanta

While the nirgm)a Brahman is the ultimate reality, when we are
discussing any matter that pertains to the existence of the world, i.e., its
origination, its arrangement etc., we are immediately dealing in the sphere
of vyavahara, and when we are in its domain we are always in the realm
of I svara. All the statements about saguIJ.a Brahman occur in the course
of discussions that presuppose the existence of the world, and therefore
these statements are further predications about I svara, not upon nirgu~1a.
Brahman per se. In siitra 4.3.7 Sankara treats the three terms karya
Brahman ("conditioned Brahman"), sagUI)a Brahma and apara Brahman as
synonyms, and he goes on to say that it is possible for souls to reach the
conditioned Brahman, "because.it has a location (prade§avattvat)." 11 Since
at other places Sankara denies that I svara has a fom1, 12 I svara cannot be
referred to here by these terms. Rather, it is Hira.Qyagarbha, or Brahma,
the "first born" of the creation, who presides over the world to which
souls journey on the path of gradual liberation (kramam ukti), who is
referred to as saguIJ.a Brahman in this passage. Therefore , sagu~ia
Brahman and I svara are not exactly synonymous terms: saguIJ.a Bral1man
is quite often a further specification about I svara for the purpose of
conceptual meditation, and when that is so, the word refers, not to I svara
pre se, but to Hirm:iyagarbha.
But if I svara is not merely equivalen t to the term sagul)a Brahman
then how does I svara fit into Sankara's scheme of things, because Sankara
states that Brahman has only two aspects. Towards the end of the
Brahmasiitrabhii§ya, he again makes this point:
(query) Are there two "forms" of Bral1man, a higher (para)
and a lower (apara)? (reply) Yes indeed!..(query) What,
again, is meant by the higher Brahman and the lower
Brahman? (reply) Where Brahman is taught by words such
as "not gross" and so forth, by way of the negation of
distinctions consisting of narne-and-forrn etc. created by
avidyii, it is the para Brahman that is spoken of. And when
that same [para Brahman] is taught for the purpose of
conceptu al meditatio n as qualified by some attribute
belonging to name-and-form, by words such as: "consisting
of mind, having the vital breath as its body, having an
effulgent fonn" (CU 3.14.2), it is the apara Bralunan. 13
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Here, he says that tlle same nirgul)a Brahman is tlle sagul)a Brahman
when conceive d as having various attributes. But when we see his
comment s on the Chiindog ya Upani~ad from which tlle quotation
"consisting of mind" etc. is taken, it is clear tllat Sankara considers the
passage to be referring not to nirguIJ.a Brahman, but to I svara, and it is
I svara who is described in this manner for the purpose of meditation or
worship. So our conclusion is tllat, in spite of Sankara's flexibility in
employing terms, I svara should not be treated as merely the equivalent of
sagUIJa Brahman.

Rudolf Otto, in his book Mysticism East and West, has, I feel, made
a wortllwhile contribution to our understanding of Sankara's conception of
I svara, in so far as he has called attention to tlle tlleistic dimension tllat is
prominen t in a good deal of Sankara's work, but which has not been
sufficiently noticed, or has been misunderstood. 14 Otto does not wish to
deny tlle ultimacy of the suprapersonal nirguIJ.a Brahman in Sankara's
thought, but Otto believes that: "The impersonal Brahman rests here [in
tlle Advaita school of Sankara] ... on a tlleistic basis" and he argues that
Sankara, time and again, speaks in terms that can only be applicable to a
personal Lord. According to Otto, Sankara's teaching is grounded in a
tlleism whi~h it ultimately transcends in the higher knowledg e of tlle
nirgu~w Brahman. While tllere are differences between Sankara's tlleism
and tlle theism of the Semitic religions, Otto's work correctly understands
I svara as having a more central position in Sankara's thought than is often
supposed to be tlle case.
There are numerous instances in the Brahmas iitrabhii$ ya where
Sankara uses the two words, svara (Lord) and Pararnesvara (supreme
Lord), in a synonymous fashion to refer to what can only mean a personal
Lord. For example, he says: "tlle supreme Lord too, when he chooses,
can assume a form made of maya, for tlle benefit of the seekers."15 We
see statemen ts referring to the "favour of th·e supreme Lord"
(parmnc§varanugraha)1 6 ; and we meet with numerous statements about the

r

supreme Lord as the creator of the world (paramesvara.Sca sarvqjagat~
karta sarvaveda11te$u-avadharit~Y 1 ; we also hear that the liberating
knowledg e is from the grace of the Lord 18 ; tllat tlle Lord is eternally
without Ignoranc e 19 ; tllat tlle Lord has entrusted certain duties to some
special souls20 ; and tllat the Lord exists from all eternity (nityasid dha
!svm·a). 21 Altllough there are a couple of instances at the end of tlle
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Brahmasiitra where it is not entirely clear whether Saiikara is referring by

the word I svara to the supreme Lord, or to HiraQyagarbha (Brahma), at
other times when Saiikara uses the terms I svara and Paramesvara his use
of those terms is consistent with the description of a single supreme
Being, a personal God,. who, as we have seen, is both the efficient and the
material cause of the world. 22
While there are thus many occasions when the terms I svara and
Paramesvara can only refer to a personal supreme Lord, there are also
numerous instances where Saiikara uses the words I svara and Paramesvara
as synonyms for the supreme Self (paramatman) or the supreme, i.e., the
unconditioned, Brahman (pararh Brahman). Such flexibility, of lai:g,uage
can also be seen in the Bhagavadgflli. where the words Paramesvara, I svara
and Paramatman are seen to be directly equated: "He who sees the supreme
Lord (paramesvara) residing equally in all beings ... " (13.27), "seeing
equally the Lord (f§vara) that is present equally everywhere ... " (13.~8),
"the supreme Self (paramatman) is changeless, on account of ~emg
beginningless and free from attributes ... " (13. 31, also 1322). Sankara
too often uses Paramesvara and Paramatman synonymously. For
example, in his commentary on siitras 1.2.24 and 1.2.28 ~~kara uses the
words Paramesvara and Paramatman interchangeably.23 Snmlarly at other
places, such as 1.3.7, he treats ISvara and Paramatrnan interchangeably. 24
In 1.3.10 Sankara introduces a topic with the question whether the word
"aksara" ("immutable"), as occurring in BrhadaraI)yaka Upani~ad 3.8 .8,
refe~s to the syllable OM or to the supreme Lord (parame§vara). He states
the fmal position saying: "the supreme Self is what is meant by the word
aksara" and he later sums up saying that the ak$ara is none other than the
"s~preme Brahman itself" (ak~ararh param eva brahm~). Again, in
1.3.11, in continuation of the topic, he refers to Paramesvara and then
finally, in 1.3.12, to pararh Brahman. So we can see that Sankara
employs all these words: Paramesvara, para Atman and pararh Brahman,
when discussing the single word ak$ara. And this is not the only
occasion in the Brahmasiitrabh 8.$ya when he uses these terms
synonymously, on other occasions too he uses the words I svara,
Paramesvara, Atman and Brahman interchangeably. 25
This seemingly indiscriminate use of specialised terms prompted Paul
Hacker one of the most careful students of Saiikara's language in the
Brahm:i.sfitrabh8.$ya, to express the opiriion that: "... we must consider an
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aversion for definitions and a cavalier attitude toward conceptual
systematization as a general distinguishing feature of the thought of
S[ar'lkara]." 26 Through his careful study Hacker has drawn attention. to
this problem of usage in regard to the above terms and he has also noted
its solution, at least as far as Advaitins are concerned, though he has
perhaps not given it due significance. The point I am referring to is the
distinction in Advaita between conventional reality (vyavahara) and
ultimate reality (paramartha). Hacker makes the comment: "... in keeping
with the basic illusionistic dogma of his system, I svara and para.cp
Brahma or Paramatman, which he [Sankara] intuitively (and possibly
under the influence of non-illusionistic predecessors) was inclined not to
distinguish, can occasionally be kept apart. "27 Here Hacker is saying that
Sankara, in keeping with his "illusionistic" doctrine, does occasionally
make a distinction between parmn Brahman and I svara.
Hacker shows that when Sankara does distinguish between pararil
Brahman and I svara, he does so in the context of the "levels" of reality,
vyavahara and paramllrtha. Hacker says:
Even in the theory of creation the concepts I svara and
(param) Brahma or Paramatman are largely interchangeable,
through not everywhere. One can say that this
interchangeability extends throughout the whole theory of
creation, with the single exception of the statement that the
18varatva of I svara is illusory. To say that the brahmatva
of Brahman is ultimately unreal is of course impermissible.
... Only where the "division into ruler and ruled" (fsitrfsitavya-vibhaga) is lli!Signed to the vyavahariky avasthli, or
where the ffraratva ofI svara is called illusory (II, 1, 14), is
it said that this division does not really pertain to Brahman
or Atman, or does so only from the empirical standpoint.
Only in such places are I svara and Brahman or Paramatman
presented as two distinct things. 28
We have also shown, toward the end of the previous chapter, that
whenever Sankara makes the distinction between I svara and the absolute
Brahman, he keeps in view the sphere of empirical reality and of ultimate
reality:
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Thus the Lord's being a Lord (I§varasya I§varatva), his
omniscience and his omnipotence, depend upon the
limitation brought about by limiting adjuncts that are of
the nature of avidya. From the perspective of ultimate
reality (paramiirthata.p), when, through knowledge, the Self
is divested of all limiting adjuncts, the expressions
pertaining to empirical life such as Ruler, ruled, omniscient
etc., are not logically possible. Accordingly it is said:
"Where one sees nothing else, hears nothing else, knows
nothing else, that is the Infinite" (CU 7.24.1); "But when,
to this knower of Brahman, everything has become the
Self, then what would he see, and through what?" (BU
4.5.15) etc. Thus all Upani~ads speak of the cessation of
all empirical life (vyavahara) in the state of ultimate reality
(paramartha). ... However, in the sphere of empirical life,
the empirical dealings from I svara onwards have been told
in the sruti: "This One [i.e. the great, birthless Self: mahan
aja atma] is the Lord of all, this One is the Ruler of
beings, the protector of beings, the bank that serves as the
boundary to keep these world~ apart" (BU 4.4.22).29
When non-difference is awakened by the statements of nondifference such as: "you are That", then the condition of the
individual soul as subject to smhsara vanishes, as does the
condition of Brahman as the creator (brahm al}afra
sr8$f[tvam): because the entire empirical world of duality,
which is manifested by false knowledge, is sublatcd by
right knowledgc. 30
So we can see that Sankara makes a distinction between I svara and the
absolute Brahman in the context of the important distinetion between
empirical and absolute rcality. 31 Such a view accords with his
hermeneutics of the sruti, for his understanding is that the "negative", or
nirgul}a texts, convey the ultimate message of the sruti, and he sees
discussions concerning. creation as preparatory for the knowledge of
oneness. To illustrate these two points, we shall cite from Saiikara's
commentary on Brahmasiitra4.3.l4, where he says:
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(objection) From the sruti texts that speak of Brahman as
the cause of the origination, continuance and dissolution of
the world, we can see that Brahman ha~ manifold powers.
(reply) No, because the Upani~ad statements that deny
distinctions can convey no other meaning. (objection) The
texts dealing with origination etc. likewise convey no other
meaning. (reply) No, because they arc meant to teach
oneness. For when the scripture teaches, through the
illustrations of clay and so forth, that the Being, i.e.,
Brahman, is the one reality and that modifications are
unreal, it cannot have the aim of teaching about
origination. (objection) Why are the sruti texts that deal
with origination etc. auxiliary to the texts that deny
distinction, and not the reverse? (reply) That is because the
texts denying distinctions have a meaning that leaves
nothing wanting. For when the oneness, the eternity, the
purity etc. of the Self has been understood, no further
expectation arises, because it is logically possible for there
to be the conviction that the final purpose has been
attained. ... But it cannot be said that the texts about
creation have the capacity to teach a meaning that leaves
nothing more to be desired. It is evident that they have
. .. for these texts dealing with
another meaning.
origination etc. aim at conveying the understanding of the
oneness of the Self. 32
From the absolute perspective, Sankara does distinguish between
I svara and the absolute Brahman, the sole Being that is pure Awareness.
If he did not make such a distinction then his teaching would be a kind of
monistic theism, but it would not be non-dualism (advaita). At the level
of vyavahara, when the discussion has to do with the cosmos, the·
teaching of the Upani$ads is that the Lord existed before the cTeation of
the universe and the Lord has become the universe and everything in it ("I
shall become many, I shall be born".). Sankara accep~s this, but be also
accepts that there are sruti statements that deny all distinctions ("ncti
neti", "asthiila" etc.), and unlike Ramanuja, who gives a restricted
meaning to the statements of negation as denying only evil qualities
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(heyagul}a) that are opposed to the purity of the Lord's nature, Sankara
says that the statements of negation have unrestricted force and deny all
distinctions whatsoever. And so Sankara ultimately arrives at nondualism, through the negation of all "name-and-form", with the result that
the irreducible essential nature of the Lord, pure Awareness, is found to
exist absolutely.
When Sankara distinguishes between I svara and the absolute
Brahman, I svara would have to be considered as sagul}a Brahman.
However in the contexts where Sankara uses the terms Brahman,
Paramatman, Paramesvara and I svara interchangeably, sagur_1a Brahman
would then be generally Hiral}.yagarbha-Brahma rather than I svara per se.
Different hypotheses can plausibly be put forward, historical as well as
psychological, as to why Sankara often uses these four terms
interchangeably in his Brahmasiitrabhii.§ya. I suggest a philosophical
reason: he often does not make the distinction explicit, in the same way
as the Upani~ads often do not do so, because for him paraii1 Brahman and
I svara are not two distinct things, they are in fact one and the same Being.
At the level of vyavahara, i.e., in the context of the world, reason seeks
to know about the efficient and material causes of the world, and the
Upani~ads reveal the existence of a supreme Being who is both the
efficient and the material cause. But in the highest knowledge, when all
name-and-form is found to be merely apparent ("But when, to this knower
of Brahman, everything has become the Self, then what would he see, and
through what?" (BU 4.5.15) Etc.), it is not that I svara is then found to be
a fiction, but it is rather that the I svaratva of Brahman (or the sra§trtva of
Brahman) "vanishes" (apagata, literally "goes away") in so far as the
attributes of Creatorship etc. cannot be located in the undifferentiated
Being that is pure Awareness. When everything has the single "eye of
Awareness" (prajiianetra, AU 3.1.3), a division of "ruler and ruled" (Isit[Isitavya-vibhaga) etc. can no longer be found.
Sankara's interchangeable usage of the four terms can no doubt be
confusing. But his perspective is more fluid, and can perhaps better
accommodate the aspirations of religiosity, than the more rigid definitions
of some of his successors. We may, perhaps, put it this way: we can
either say there is one Being, the unconditioned Brahman (paraiil
brahman), which appears as Paramesvara, the supreme Lord (i.e. I svara),
or, we could also dpress this more theistically and say that there is one
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Being, Paramdvara, who has become everything, and whose essential
nature isparaiil Brahman, the unconditioned pure Awareness. Sometimes
Sankara seems to express this latter understanding:
The supreme Lord (parame§vara) is just one, absolutely
unchanging, whose very nature is Consciousness, who, by
avidyli, is thought to be manifold, like a magician through
maya. There is no other principle of Consciousness. 33
Thus we could speak of parai:h Brahman as having a lower aspect, i.e.,
I svara, or, we could speak of I svara as having a higher aspect, and since
I svara has two aspects, the I.fraratva and the paraiil Brahman, Sankara
can, and probably d0es, use the word "I svara" to refer to either aspect.
This is perhaps a reason for some of the confusion surrounding his usage
of the terms I svara and Paramesvara in the sense of paraiil Brahman.
Sometimes he refers to this higher aspect of I svara, equivalent to the
paraiil Brahman, as the "nature belonging to the supreme Lord"
(paramesvarariipa): "When the nature belonging to the supreme Lord, as
free from all distinctions, is being taught, then the scripture says:
'without sound, without touch, without form, changeless' (KaU
1.3.15)." 34 Thus Sankara's understanding ofl svara can accommodate a
number of perspectives. Since I svara is the cause of the world, Sankara is
able to speak of I svara in theistic terms; since I svara is the material cause
of the world he can say, in a monistic fashion, that I svara alone exists.
And at the level of ultimate truth, when, through the understanding of the
mithyatva of all limiting adjuncts (upadhi) of name-and-form, everything
is seen to be not an other to pure Awaryness, the distinctions of jiva and
I svara no longer apply, and it is the pa.rmh Brahman, the very essential
nature of the Lord Itself, that is the final reality.
By way of concluding this section I would like to discuss a modem
interpretation of Sankara's teaching concerning the nature of Brahman, an
interpretation put forward by some Christian scholars, notably by the
Jesuit, Richard De Smet. Dr De Smet maintains that the description of
the para Brahman as "impersonal" became common from tlie nineteenth
century and it is the legacy of a philosophical reduction of the concept of
"person", initiated by F.H. Jacobi, so as to apply only to human

226

I svarn, Jlva,

The Method ofEarly Advaira Vedanra

individuals. 35 De Smet calls into question the correctness of applying the
term "impersonal" to the para Brahman, for in his view the para Brahman
of Advaita is actually equivalent to the deus simplex of Christian
scholastic thought. 36 Thus De Smet says, ... "the personal God of
Christianity is really the Absolute", by which he means that the personal
God of Christianity is equivalent to what Sankara means by para
Brahman. 37 The issue before us is to determine whether the interpretation
of Sankara that De Smet presents, in order to demonstrate the equivalence
of the para Brahman and the deus simplex of Christian theology, is valid.
Further to this, I will offer some remarks regarding the term "personal" in
relation to the para Brahman.
From what I have said earlier in this section, as well as in the
previous chapter, it should be clear that I think the distinction between·
Brahman as I svara, the personal Lord, and Brahman as the unconditioned
Absolute is more fluid in Sankara's understanding than in that of some of
his successors. Perhaps comparisons between Sankara and the great
theologian-philosophers, such as Thomas Aquinas (and more especially
Meister Eckhart), may prove rewarding. Although I do not know a great
deal about the thought of Thomas Aquinas, I doubt whether the para
Brahman of Sankara and the God of St Thomas Aquinas can be equated as
readily as Father De Smet would have us believe, and further, I c<:>nsider
that De Smet has been able to draw some close comparisons betwe'en the
two by interpreting Sankara, on at least one important issue, in a way
that erroneously brings him into closer conformity with a Western
theological perspective.
In the thought of lbomas Aquinas the "pure perfections", such as the
virtues of wisdom and goodness, can be predicated of God only
analogically. Though these perfections do really exist in God, the human
mind can know them only in an imperfect manner, by way of analogy
derived from the imperfect presence of such virtues in ourselves who have
a real relation of ontological dependence upon God as our efficient cause
and the source of whatever virtues we possess. It is evident that if there
is to be an analogical predication of qualities to· God, on the basis of
those found to exist in the human person, it would be difficult to avoid
some anthropomorphism in our understanding of the nature of God.
According to F.C. Copleston:
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In Aquinas' account of our natural knowledge of the divine
nature there is, then, a certain agnosticism. When we say
that God is wise we affirm of God a positive attribute; but
we arc not able to give any adequate description of what is
objectively signified by the term when it is predicated of
God. 38
And further:
As Aquinas says clearly, a certain measure of 'agnosticism'
is inevitable. It could be avoided only by relapsing into
anthropomorphism ... 39
What is meant here by the term "agnosticism" is that our knowledge of
God is necessarily imperfect and inadequate. 40 Judging from Father
Copleston's explanation of Thomas Aquinas, there is perhaps some
similarity between the simple divine essence in the thought of St
Thomas and the nirgu~ia Brahman of Sankara. But there is, nonetheless,
an important difference, in so far as the absolute Being for the Christian
theologian is a Being that acts, whereas for Sankara, simple Being
precludes the idea of action. 41 This difference is evident from the fact that
in Christianity God acts to really create the world, out of sheer nothing,
such that the multiplicity of created things are entirely dependent
ontologically upon the will of God for their continuing in existence.
And, taking over the conception of God from the Old Testament, the God
of Christianity is actively involved in the historical process of the world
itself.
Of course it is only in relation to the fact of the existence of the
world that any discussion arises, in natural theology, of the existence of
God as its creator. The arguments for the existence of God, such as those
of Thomas Aquinas, proceed on the basis of divine causality from the
observation of the existence of finite things. Sankara would have no
theoretical difficulty in accepting the validity of such arguments (though
he thought that the existence of God cannot be proved independently of
revelation). However Sankara makes it clear that from the standpoint of
the highest truth, or ultimate reality (paramarthatzjl): " ... all U pani~ads
speak of the cessation of all empirical life in the state of µltimate reality
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(evam paramarthavasthay8.Ii1 sarvavyavaharabhavam vadanti vedantiih
sarve)". 42 Such a statement should not be overlooked, as it tends to be,
by those who would see an equivalence between the para Brahman of

Sankara and the nature of God according to 111omas Aquinas. Therefortthe para Brahman of Sankara is ultimately acosmic, in the sense that
while Brahman is the material cause of the world, the so called real things
that comprise the world are found to be, in fact, not truly existing in the
way they present to commonsense. They are only apparently existing,
they are ontologically mithyli, because the product of a material cause has
no existence of its own, its existence is just the existence of the material
cause itself. And when there is the ascertainment that the entire world is
mithya, since it does not exist as an entity in its own right separate from
Brahman the material cause, fuere is then fue discovery fuat Brahman has
not actually become the world: because the word "world" does not
correspond to a "tl1ing", a reality fuat could stand as the object of the
process of becoming (and fue idea of the world as a separate "thing" is
implied in any doctrine of a real creation, either where God transforms
into the world or creates fue world ex nihilo). And thus Brahman, as the
intelligent and material cause of a mithya effect, moves beyond our
notion of a real relation between cause and effect. And since the
Upani~ads specify that Brahman is unchanging spirit, the insight reached
by Advaita is that Brahman does not change into the world but only
appears as fue world. I have tried to show the steps to this conclusion in
the previous chapter (though it should be noted that, for truly
understanding Advaita, these steps are not just to be understood as
propositional knowledge, but tbey have to become "existentially"
meaningful, especially the understanding of Brahman as the material
cause).
Thus fuere is a major difference between fue Advaita of Sankara
stemming from fue Upani~ads, and the theology of Thomas Aquinas:
erected largely upon fue thought of Aristotle, and fuat difference concerns
fue reality of fue "effect". When Richard De Smet finds a close parallel
between Sankara and Aquinas, this is done by glossing over the
ontological mithyatva of the effect in the fuought of Sankara. For
example, De Smet writes of a tadatmya relation between the material
cause and its effect as a relation of: "constant ontological dependence"
between the effect and fue cause. 43 But while this may seem to be a
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correct presentation of Sankara, it is not really so, because it grants more
reality to the effect fuan Sankara is prepared to aliow. For Sankara, the
effect is not a thing in itself, it has no being of its own: iL<; being is the
being of fue material cause. This important perspective can be traced to
fue famous "vacarambhaIJa"passages of the Chandogya Upani~ad (6.1.4
f., also 6.4.1 f.), where effects are shown to be "name-and-form", i.e., to
be constructed as ontological realities by language, whereas fuey actually
have no independent being of fueir own apart from their material cause.
Such a perspective, fuat an effect is not a fuing in its own right, fuat it is
not really a substance, for it is ontologically reducible to its material
cause, is a very different perspective from the Western tradition which has
remained long under the influence of Aristotle's defence of commonsense
realism which looks to the reality of form. Aristotle taught that while
substance is the combination of matter and form, it is actually the form
fuat imparts substantiality to matter, since he considered that a substance
should be something individual and definable. A substance is when
matter receives the impression of a particular form. A clay-pot is a
substance, for the pot is an individual definable "thing". For Sankara,
however, closely following the metaphysical perspective of the Upani~ad
just mentioned (where no such distinction is made between essence and
existence, between "what" a thing is and fuat "by which" it is), the pot is
not a substance, because it has no existence of its own, its existence
depends entirely upon the existence of the material cause. Strictly
speaking, a pot is riot a "thing", it is not really a noun, it is an adjective
to clay.
Thomas Aquinas, along with the Western tradition in general, has
inherited from Aristotle the tendency to hypostatise form. This can be
seen in Aquinas' conformity to commonsense and to ordinary linguistic
usage by making a metaphysical distinction between essence (substance)
and its existence. But Sankara would consider all fuis to be so much
sophisticated manoeuvring in the defence of commonsense realism,
somewhat akin to the attempt by fue Nyli.ya-Vaise~ika to defend realism
utilising the concepts of asatkarya vada and sama vaya. 44 What we
ordinarily conceive as a substance does have a practical reality
(vyavahara), but when considered from the perspective of its material
cause it is found to have no being of its own, and that means it is not a
"thing" in its own right Consequently, De Smet is not correct in
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speaking of the: "relation of the effects to their divine Cause", 45 because
there can only be relations between things, but since the effect is not
really a "thing" it cannot enter into a relation with its material cause. It
is not that, as he says: "the relation is not real in both terms", because
according to Sankara there is no possibility of a relation at all. There can
be no tadatmya "relation" between the clay-pot and the clay, because the
pot is not a "thing", which it must· be if it is to enter into relation with
the clay. Similarly, there can be no "relation" between the mithya world
and the para Brahman, because they are not two things.
Can the para Brahman be called "impersonal"? The word
"impersonal" depends, of course, on the definition of what it means to be
a person. The definition of person would most likely contain reference to
the ability to think rationally and to the capacity for self-reflection. 46
Together with thinking and self-consciousness, the conception of a person
is also likely to include the capacity to enter into relationship, and so
relationality, along with rati~mality and reflexivity, would be applicable
to the concept of person. If this is so, then we may say that I svara can be
considered a personal deity (though Sankara's presentation of I svara is not
very determinate), for I svara is related to the world as its intelligent and
material cause, and I svara even chooses to incarnate. Thus the concept of
I svara hecomes increasingly definite as we pass from the abstraction of
metaphysics to the dimension of popular religious life. Para Brahman,
on the other hand, does not seem to fit the definition of "person" and so
might be considered as "impersonal". But "personal" and "impersonal"
are Western ascriptions that do not form a part of Vedanta's own
discourse, and I would prefer to say that instead of calling para Brahman
"impersonal'', with the negativity that such a term may convey, para
Brahman is suprapersonal in so far as it does not fit our category of
"person". But even if we say that para Brahman is "impersonal" it does
not mean that the para Brahman is some sort of inert foundation upon
which the world is fabricated, like a house is erected on a concrete slab.
For I svara and the para Brahman are not separate entities, it is just that
the attributes of "overlordship" (Ifraratva), that are relational to the world,
"dissolve" - from the paramartha perspective, when the real world together
with it<> real causal relations are seen as ontologically mitl1ya - into the
para Bral1man that is pure Awareness (or pure Spirit), to which the
attributes of personality, even those of an ultimate Isvaratva, cannot
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finally be predicated. As we said before, from the paramartha perspective,
the attributes of Creatorship etc. cannot be located J.n the undifferentiated
Being that is pure Awareness.

(2) Jiva
I do not intend to discuss in elaborate detail the nature of the
individual soul (jiva). I will just present the main ideas and proceed to
highlight a couple of points. The individual self, or "soul", has no
inherent being of its own as an individual. Yet it does have inherent
being, for its essential nature is none other than the being of Brahman.
Brahman itself, conditioned by limiting adjuncts (upadhi), is called as an
individual soul (jlva). Sankara says in this regard:
The meaning that all exponents of Vedanta have to accept
is this: the difference between the individual self
(v~j1ianatma) and the unconditioned Self (parmnatmli) is not
absolutely real, it is brought about by limiting adjuncts
such as the physical body etc., which are composed of
name-and-fo1m and which are presented by Ignorance
(m 1idya). 47

Individuality is contingent upon the limiting adjuncts (upadhi) of the
body-mind and it is therefore unreal. But the fundamental being of the
individual self is not unreal, because that is none other than the Being of
Brahman.
. The limiting adjuncts are physical (s th ii.la) as well as subtle
(sfi.k§ma). The former is the physical body (sthfi.lasanra), it is a product
of the five material elements (space, air, fire, water and earth), and it
undergoes the sixfold modifications ending with death (the body is born,
exists, grows, alters, declines and dies). There is also a subtle adjunct
called the subtle body (sfi.k§masarira). It too is a material entity, for it is
also composed of the five elements, though in their subtle fonn. 48 The
subtle body does not perish at the time of the death of the physical body,
but it passes on to a new physical body. 49 The subtle body has seventeen
constituents. so These arc subtle by definition and they are not to be
confused with their locations in the physical body. The seventeen
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constituents are .generally said to be as follows: the five organs of
perception (the sense of hearing, touch, sight, taste and smell), the five
organs of action (speech, hands, feet, evacuation and generation), the
mind, the intellect, and the life-force (prlil)a) which is divided fivefold on
account of its five different functions (expiration also specifically called
prlil)a, inspiration and excretion called apana, exertion called vyana,
expulsion called udana, and digestion called sami1na). 5 i The subtle body
is the primary limiting adjunct of .the soul, and among the various
components of the subtle body it is the mind and the intellect that
together are the principal factor contributing to the individuality of the
soul.
The distinction between mind (manas) and intellect (buddhi) is due
only to the difference in function of a single inner-instrument
(an~aral)a). Sa.Iikara says that this inner-instrument is referred to by
various names, as manas, buddhi, vijii.ana (i.e. ahaiikara) and citta,
according to whether o~e or another of its various functions are
highlighted. 52 Thus when discursive or speculative thought is referred to,
or when indecisive thought is predominant, then the inner-instrument can
be called manas, or mind, i.e., the faculty of thought. When
ascertainment or knowledge is· dominant then it can be called buddhi, or
intellect, i.e., the faculty of knowledge. When the aspect of egoism is
emphasised it is referred to as ahalilkara, or "I". And when feeling (and
memory) are referred to it can be called citta. The inner-instrument
(which we will call by the general term "mind") is the most important
adjunct (upadhi) of the Self, because it is the only place where Selfknowledge can occur.53 It is also the place where the primary mistake is
made about the true nature of the Self, in that the pure Awareness-Self is
first identified with the operations of the mind itself.
The aspect I particularly wish to highlight in this section is the
crucial distinction that Advaita makes between cognitive activity and the
real Self, Awareness as such. Sankara, in his commentary on the
B.rhadaral)yaka Upan~ad, gives this definition of Self:
The word "Self' (atman) means the Light which is different
from ·the body, the sense organs and the combination of
their parts; it illumines the body and the organs like an
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external light such as the sun etc., and is itself not
illumined by anything else.54
In his Upadesasahasri, Sankara tells us on more than one occasion that
the Self is of the nature of pure Awareness and is distinct from cognition.
For example:
The modification of the mind, which is
produced by the operation of the eye and
which takes on the form of the object, is
indeed always seen by the eternal Seeing of the
Self.55
Sankara refers to this point in the B.rhadaral)yakabha$ya wnile
commenting upon the cryptic statement by Yajiiavalkya, "you can, 1t
see the Seer of seeing" (BU 3.4.2). Saiikara says:
I

i
,.

The Self is the Seer of seeing. Seeing is of two types:
ordinary and the truly real. .·The ordinary seeing is a
modification of the internal-organ [i.e. mind] as connected
with the eye. It is an act, so it arises and perishes.
Whereas the Seeing that belongs to the Self is like the heat
and the light etc. of fire [i.e. it is the very nature of the
Self]. As it is the very nature of the Seer, it does not arise
and does not perish. It seems to be connected with the
[ordinary] seeing that is a [mental] activity and functions as
a limiting adjunct, and in this way it comes to be referred
to as the "Seer". And on the basis of the difference
[between the real Seeing and the ordinary seeing] there is
the designation "Seer" [which refers to the real Seeing] and
"seeing" [which refers to the ordinary seeing]. 56
In the Aitareyabha$ya, Sankara succinctly states this important
teaching:
This is the correct understanding. The eternal Seeing
belongfog to the Self apprehends the "external",
'
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impermanent, seeing. But because the "extemal" seeing
bas the impermanent properties of arising and ceasing etc.,
the Seeing that is the Self, which apprehends that
["external" impermanent seeing], seems to be like that
[impermanent seeing], and that is the reason people are
confused [and regard the real Seeing] as impermanent etc.
The case is analogous to the way one's vision seems to
revolve when its object is something such as a whirling
firebrand. 57
Sankara considers that the words seer, bearer, thinker etc. do not refer to
the true Self as understood in Advaita. They literally refer to the "person"
who bas the natural identification with the faculties of sight, sound,
thought and so forth. The Self can, however, be directly indicated by
these words, if the bearer is ready to negate the literal sense of the words
and grasp their implied meaning as the unobjectifiable "subject", the
pure Awareness itself. We shall discuss this important topic of
indication (lak$ai1a) in the following chapter, but it is worthwhile noting
here that the method of indication is in accord with Yajiiavalkya's
teaching in the Brhadaral)yaka Upani~ad, for Yajnavalkya uses this
technique of language to directly indicate the· Self as the nonobjectifiable, invariable, Awareness:
This Immutable, 0 Gargi, is the unseen Seer, the unheard
Hearer, the unthought Thinker, the unknown Knower.
There is no other seer than This, there is no other bearer
than This, there is no other thinker than This, there is no
other knower than Tbis. 58
Sailkara comments elsewhere in the BrhadaraJ)yaka:
This supreme [i.e. unconditioned] Self, the witness of the
cognitions of all beings, has been described as "not this'',
"not this" etc. Apart from whom there is no other seer,
hearer, thinker and knower. It is undifferentiated, present in
all beings, and is by nature always pure, awake and free
(nitya§udc1habuddhamuktasvabhava). 59
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It is this dimension of pure Awareness - which is Being itself - that
constitutes the essential core of the person. Paul Hacker has expressed
the Advaita understanding with lucidity and his words deserve to be quoted
at length;

l

I

The Vedantic concept of the person thus draws a sharp line
within the inner realm of what we may call the "soul".
Even the 'I' and the "subject" are affected by it. Tentatively
and, after the process of reduction bas been completed,
finally as well, these words also describe the core of the
person. For, in the opinion of the Advaita Vedanta, the
meaning of these terms includes, in addition to
nonauthentic ingredients, also the authentic person; after
reducing it to the personal core, the words remain
applicable. The T is a mixture of what is mental and
nonauthentic, and the authentic core of the self, of the
objective and the subjective. Advaita Vedanta goes a part
of the way with its sister school, the (Piirva) Mimliqlsa,
which defines the soul or the self as that which is meant by
the word 'I'. But finally it moves away from the Mimliqlsa
and discards what is mental in the 'I'. It is only after this
reduction that it can again use the word 'I' with reference to
the self. In the realization of the Upani~adic sentence "I am
Brahman", the identification with Brahman, whose being is
true, removes the "I-ness" of the 'I'. Only by the
amalgamation of the self and the psyche or mind is it
possible for the 'I' which misapprehends itself, to act and
suffer. Thus, the concept of the subject, too, is applicable
to the self pnly after the reduction of the contents. This
reduction must remove that which is functional and
incidental in the subject from the content of the term; what
remains is pure nonobjectifiable consciousness.60
'There are two points here to be noted. The first is that the terms 'I' and
'subject' "remain applicable" even after discarding the objective and
thereby nonauthentic aspects of the person. Thus the essential core of
the person remains as 'I'. in the most fundamental sense. The pure
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Awareness, which the Advaitin calls the Self, is, then, identical to
the
core sense of Self-hood and it is not meant to be considered as a mere
abstraction.
This leads to the second point. This pure Awareness, which
constitutes the core of the person, also provides the sense of fundamental
identity to the person. Hacker does not explicitly mention this in
~e
passage cited above, though he refers to this issue elsewhere and
m
concluding his discussion he says:
The self pervad es not only the psyche but all the
constit uents of a human being. It thus binds these
constituents together into a whole. It is the principle of
existential unity in a human being. 61
For Advaita, it is pure Awareness - identical with Being itself - which
i.s
the core, or Self, of all that exists, and in the case of the human person
it
is this Awareness-Being that lies at the centre of the feeling of
the
. existential self-identity of a person. To tum for a momen t
to a
comparison with Western philosophy, it is w~ll k~own t.hat Rene
Descartes discovered the indubitable certainty of his existence m the fact
that he is: "a thing which thinks". 62 But in so equating his existen
ce
with the activity of thinking, the consequence would be that if Descart
es
is not thinking then he cannot prove that he exists. Although wh~t
Descartes says may be logically true, it is not existentially true, for
m
reflecting upon oneself following a period of absent-mindedness, ~hen
we are not aware of our concrete existence, we do not feel that we did not
exist during that time. David Hume considered the "self' to be a bundle
of perceptions among which no substantial entity could be found that
we
might call a self. He accounted for the sense of personal identi~y. on
the
basis of memory, which provides a resemblance among cogmt10ns
so
that the imagination can then synthesise a personal identity. And
becaus e of memor y we can have a cause-e ffect relation betwee
n
cognitions, which can be extended beyond even what we can rememb
er,
so that there appears to be a personal identity even about ~atters.
of
which the memory has been lost. 63 However, Burne's explanation failed
to satisfy Hume himself, for in his Appendix to A Treatise ~f 1!uman
Nature he confessed his inability to accoun t for the prrnc1ple of
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connection that binds together all the particular perceptions and gives
them a unity. He put it down to feeling, we only feel a connection
among what are actually discrete thoughts. 64 But Sarikara, while perhaps
granting that memor y docs provide a functional demonstration
of
personal continuity, would maintain that the existential sense of persona
l
identity is grounded in the feeling of Being that lies at the core of
the
person, and he would further maintain that this Awareness-Being "core"
is self-luminous and is presupposed in any proof. Thus the Advaiti
n
would say that it is the feeling of Being [i.e. Brallman] that provides
the
true sense of existential identity. Hacker has brought our attention
to
this notable point about the spiritual self providing the existential unity
of the person; and he refers as well to the important matter of the selfluminosity of the Self, which we will have occasion to discuss in
the
following chapter.

(3) Upadh i
The word upadhi is the most important technical expression in
Advaita and as such it deserves to be mentioned, even if only briefly.
An
upadhi refers to a thing that apparently conditions something
·else by
transfening its properties to that other thing on account of the proxim
ity
between them. 65 The standard illustration is that of a red flower which
transfers its property of redness to a clear crystal due to their proxim
ity.
In this instance the red flower is the upadhi of the crystal. Sarikara uses
the word upadhi in this same sense, i.e., as an adjunct, or limiting
condition, which brings about a seeming limitation to something else.
Another common illustration, which Gauqapada has used, is how
the
form of a pot causes an apparent limitation with regard to space.66 Even
though space is undivided, we nonetheless think of a circumscribed "potspace" when we think of it with reference to the limiting adjunct of
the
pot. In his commentary upon the Brhada raIJyak a Upani~ad 3.8.12,
Sankara raises the important question as to what is the difference betwee
n
Brahman, God (Ifrara) , and the individual self (jlva) and he answers
the
question by saying that these distinctions are made only on the basis
of
limiting adjuncts. He says:
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What then is the difference among them? We say that it is
brought about by limiting adjuncts. Intrinsically there is
no difference or identity among them, because they are in
essence undifferentiated, divisionless Consciousness,
analogous to a lump of salt. For there is the sruti:
"without before or after, without interior or exterior. This
Self... ~s Brahman" (BU 2.5.19). And in the AtharvaIJa we
hear: "coextensive with all that is external and internal, i
unborn" (MU 2.1.2). Therefore, the Self that is free from I
all adjuncts is referred to - for the reasons that it cannot be
directly designated, that it is without qualifying attributes
and on account of its oneness - as: "not this, not this".
The Self, having the limiting adjuncts of the body and
sense organs which are qualified by ignorance, desire and
action, is called the transmigrating individual self (jiva).
The Self, having as its limiting adjunct the power of
eternal and unsurpassed knowledge, is called the Internal
Ruler (antaryamI) and I svara.
That very Self, free from limiting adjuncts, absolute and
pure, is called from its own standpoint the Immutable and
the supreme [i.e. unconditioned] (para). As qualified by
various limiting adjuncts of the body and organs, whether
of Hiral}yagarbha, the manifest ( virat), 67 the [presiding]
deities, the species, the individual, human beings, animals
and spirits etc., the Self acquires those names and has those
forms. 68

i / ...
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(4) Nrunarnpa
We have seen that I §vara is both the efficient as well as the material
cause of the world, since the Upani~ads speak of no other efficient cause
nor do they speak of an independently existing material, such as th~
~:Jrakrti (or Pradhana) that the followers of Sankhya infer to
be an
mdep~ndently existing mater,t!l.l cause. When Sankara speaks of the
matenal that constitutes the world, he often calls it "namariipa ", "nameand fo~"· The term "namariipa" occurs in a number of Upani~ads, most
notably m BrhadaraIJyaka 1.4.7 and Chandogya 6.3.2 and 8.14.1.10 What
is nam.aJ'fiPa? Saiikara understands the term to mean the primary stuff out
of which the world is made. The world in toto is the evolution or
manifestation, of this primary material called name-and-form. The flve
elements are name-and form, and so too their products, the physical body
as well a~ the subtle body, are "name-and-form" _71
The expression "name-and-form" (namariipa) is explained in the
BrhadliraIJFlka 1.4.7 as a description of the manifest world of "named
things":
It [the world] manifested only as name-and-form: "this

1

Sa.Dkara considers that all the Upani~ad texts which seem to speak of
difference can be harmonised with the texts that speak of non-duality
when they are looked at in. this way: difference is not intrinsic to
Brahman, but· it is brought about in appearance by the presence of
various limiting adjuncts that are the modifications of name-and-form
(namarupa).69

thing [i.e. X] has this form and it has such and such a
name." To this day it [the world] is manifest only as
name-and-form: "this thing has this form and it has such
and such a name."
Here, name-and-form is a description of the world as it now stan<ls
rev~aled, for the manifest world contains innumerable forms to ~llic~
vanous names are ascribed: such and such a form has such and such ~
name. Name-and-form is not used in this passage as a nomenclature for
fundamental matter itself, whereas for Sankara the expression name-andform becomes a convenient label to refer to the constituent material of
~e universe. For Sankara, the differe~tiated universe, beginning with the
five material elements a¥d continuing through all their various
combinations, can be referred 1o as "name-and-form".
However by the term "name-and-form" Saiikara does not just mean
the material of the visible, or manifest universe, but he also means the
material that existed in a subtle and unmanifest condition, even before the
universe was manifested. We can see the origin of this conception in
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Brhadarm,1yaka 1.4.7, which commences with this statement: "That (tat)
this (idam) [universe] was then unmanifested. It manifested only as
name-and-form (tat-ha-idmil tarhi-avyalqtam asft, tad namariipabhyam eva
vyakriyata)." Commenting upon this passage, Sankara says the Upani~ad

wants to show that just as we can infer the existence of a tree in a seed
form through the observation of its various effect<>, such as a sprout etc.,
so too, we should know that this manifest universe existed in an
unmanifested "seed-state" (bijavastha) prior to its manifestation. 72 He
says that the word "that" (tat) in the passage refers to the universe as it
existed in its "seed-state", prior to its origination, while the. word "this"
(idam) refers the perceptible universe with its now differentiated namesand-forms. The grammatical co-ordination of the two words "that" and
"this" which refer to the universe in its past and present states
respectively, shows the identity of the universe in its causal and its effect
states. Sankara here accepts the position known as satkaryavada, the
doctrine that the effect pre-exists potentially in its material cause.73
Sankara is saying that the doctrine of satkaryavada holds good when we
are talking about relations between "matter" itself, for we.can observe that
gross matter emerges from more subtle, embryonic states of matter. But
Sankara does not accept that a relation of satkaryavada actually exists
between Brahman and the subtle matter, because Brahman is relationless
(asanga) from its own standpoint.
As we have just seen, name-and-form is a term that refers to the
constituent material of the universe; and that material can exist both in a
manifest and in an unmanifest condition. Since it is the same material, in
either a manifest or an unmanifest state, Sankara sometimes uses the word
namariipa to refer just to the unmanifest condition of the primary stuff of
the world, as when he calls name-and-form the "seed of the world"
(namariipayor jagadbljabhii.tayo]J).74 On other occasions, he refers to this
unmanifest condition by more specific terms. On the basis of the above
Upani~ad passage ("That ... [universe] was then unmanifested" (tat ... tarhiavyalqtam asft) ), where we see the use of the word "unmanifested"
(avyalq:tam), Sankara often refers to the primary material, in its subtle,
unmanifest condition, by the word avyakrta ("unmanif ested" or
'\mevolved "). Sometimes he refers to it by the word a vyakta
("unmanifested"). And sometimes, but only in certain contexts, by the
word ak§ara ("imperishable"). Sankara also refers to this condition of the
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unmanifested primary material, i.e., the avyakfta, avyakta, or (sometimes)
ak§ara, as "the potentiali ty belonging to name-and form"
(namariipa bfjasakti). 75 Here, the expression bijasakti seems to be a
karmadharya compound, since he uses this expression by itself on a
number of other occasions, 76 and it would mean a "seed-potency"
(bijariipa .~aktilJ). The idea seems to be that what is meant by the words
avyakrta etc. is the potentiality inherent in the unmanifest name-andform. And this "potentiality" is called by the word 8akti ("power")
because it is: "the combination of all powers of causes and effects"77 and
it is also called bfja ("seed") as it is: "the seed for all bodies and
organs". 78 This unmanifest name-and-form (avyakftanamariipa), which is
the potential condition for the manifest name-and-form, constitutes the
subtle limiting adjunct (upadhi) of the Lord, and when the Lord creates
the world, it is by way of the manifestation of this subtle upadhi called
unmanifest name-and-form. 79
We shall discuss further this concept of the "potentiality" (blja5akti)
of the unmanifest name-and-form in the next section. At present we shall
confine ourselves to the question of the ontological status of this
constitutive material that Sankara calls name-and-form. There are a
number of occasions in the Brahmasiitrabha§ya, as well as elsewhere,
when Sankara qualifies the expression narnariipa by a particular phrase,
tattva11yatvabl1yam anirvacanfya, which means: "indeterminable, or
inexpressible (imhvacanfya), as tattva or as sometl1ing else (anya). " Paul
Hacker has drawn attention to this significant, but enigmatic phrase, and
has asked the pertinent question: "what does the word tattva in the
compound mean?" 80 The meaning of the whole expression hangs upon
the meaning of the word tattva. Hacker lists four occasions in the
Brahmasii.trabha§ya where namarupa, or avyakta, is described as not
determinable as either "tattva" or as something else. He proposes two
possibilities regarding the meaning of the word tattva. Firstly, he says it
could be the abstract form of a demonstrative pronoun (tat) which must
then refer to some previously or subsequently mentioned noun. The
expression would mean that namariipa is indefinable as either "being of
the nature of 'that' (tattva= Brahman, or I svara, or Paramesvara, depending
on which of these words occur in one of the passages), or as being
something other than that". Thus the meaning would be that namarupa
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cannot be categorically determined as either identical to Brahman or as
something other than Brahman.
Hacker rejects this possibility, because in one of the four instanc~s
(1.4.3) the noun Paramesvara is not in sufficient contiguity with
tattvanyatva to justify the pronominal use of the word tattva. He says
that the issue is decided in the passage (2.1.14) where the next sentence to
the one under discussion states: ".. .I svara is other than name-and-form."
Hacker says: "this emphasis on difference would be unintelligible if, by
means of the tattvanyatvabhyi'im occurring just one line before, it were
meant that name and form arc neither different nor identical with I svara."81
The second possibility is that the word tattva means "essence", i.e.,
"reality", and does not refer to a preceding or following noun. Hacker
accepts this explanation and he believes that the whole expression means
that namariipa cannot be determined as real ("that") or as something else,
because the namariipa does not exist in a stable state of being. Hacker
says: "one can never say, 'ltis that' or 'It is something else', for just as it
wanted to unfold itself in the primal state, so now it always wants to
transform itself and is never anything constant. "82
I do not believe that Hacker has accurately explained the meaning of
tattvanyatvabhyi'im anirvacaniya, and his own explanation, according to
the grammar of the texts, is somewhat forced. 83 Accepting his argument
that tattva is not an abstract pronominal form, the expression
tattvanyatvabhyam anirvacanlya would then mean: "not determinable as a
reality or as something else". But the expression would be better
understood in an ontological sense, as referring to the ontologicai status
of namariipa, rather than as a cosmological statement about the unstable
nature of the primary material that is always ready to transform itself.
There is another instance of this expression that deserves
consideration. It occurs in Sankara's commentary upon the Brhadii.rai.1yaka
Upani~ad. The passage reads:
It is namariipa that constitutes the limiting adjunct of the
Supreme Self, and in becoming manifest, ni'imariipa cannot
be categorically stated as either a real thing (tattva), or as
something else, analogous to [the relation between] foam
and water. 84
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The illustration of the foam and water occurs a number of times in
Sankara's works 85 and his use of this illustration may help us clarify the
meaning of the expression tattvanyatvabhyi'im anirvacaniya. While
commenting upon an earlier passage in the Brhadarm;iyaka Upani~ad,
Sankara said:
The unmanifest namarupa which is identified with that
[supreme Self], becomes manifest, like dirty foam from
clear water. The [supreme Self] is distinct from
ni'imarii.pa. 86

A passage from the Upadesasahasriprovides the clearest account of bis
use of this illustration:
The umnanifest name-and-form, in the course of becoming
manifested from the Atman, became the name and the
form "space" .87 111at element known as space arose in this
way from the Supreme Self, like dirty foam from clear
water. The foam is not water, nor is it something entirely
different from water, for it is not seen apart from water.
The water, however, is clear and is other than the foam
which is a form of dirt.1\1 Similarly, the Supreme Self is
other than the name-an~orm which corresponds to the
foam; the Supreme Self is pure, clear and different from that
name-and-form. The name-and-form was unmanifested and
in the course of becoming manifest it became the name and
the form "space", corresponding to the foam. 88
We see here that the first element of manifest ni'imarupa, tl1e 'element
space, arose "from the supreme Self, like dirty foam from clear water."
The foam, "is not water, nor is it something entirely different from
water, for it is not seen apart from water." On the basis of this analogy,
we can see that the namarupa (to which the foam refers in tlle
illustration) must be ontologi~ally indctenriinable: it is not identical to
Brahman, just as the foam is not identical to water; nor is it entirely
different from Brahman, as it does not have an independent existence.
'lbus namariipa cannot be detc1mined as identical to the only ontological
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reality, Brahman, nor can it be determined as something other than
Brahman. So even though the word tattva is not a pronominal form, and
therefore has no grammatical relation to Brahman in the various contexts
where the expression tattvlinyatvabhyam anirvacaniya occurs, when tLe
expression says that namarilpa is indeterminable as a reality (tattva) it
must mean that namarilpa is not determinable as identical to Brahman,
since Brahman is the only reality. The Supreme Self, however, is
explicitly said in the above passage to be: "other than the name-andform". Thus while namarilpa [A] is indetermin able as identical or
different from Brahman [B], the latter is independent of, or "untouched"
by, the former. This is exactly the meaning of this passage in the
Bralnnasiltrabhli$ya 2.1.14:
Name-and-form is constructed by avidya, it can neither be
categorically stated as real or otherwise; it is the seed of the
entire expanse of phenomenal existence; it constitutes the
very self, as it were, of the omniscien t Lord and .it is
referred to in both the sruti and the smrti as the mayasakti
and the prakrti of the omniscient Lord. The omniscien t
Lord is other than the name-and-form, a<> we know from the
sruti... .89
,.:;Jk-;,,.

Hacker's objection referred to ab~ ["this emphasis on difference
would be unintelligible if, by means of the tattvanyatvabhyam occurring
just one line before, it were meant that name and form are neither
different nor identical with I SV3Ja. "9°] misses the point of Advaita, which
is that while namarilpa is not determinable as real or as something else,
i.e., as identical to Brahman or as different from Brahman, the latter is
different from the former [A is non-separa te from B, though B is
independent of A]. This is entirely consistent with Sankara's statements
in both his BrliadaraI}yaka commentary and the UpadefasahasrI, cited
above. So although Hacker is most probably right that the word tattva is
not a pronoun referring to Bral1man, and that it literally means "thatness",
i.e., "essence", or "reality", the term nonetheles s ultimately refers to
Brahman because Brahman is the final measure of reality. This
interpretation harmonises with a karika of Gam.Iapada cited earlier:
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This plurality does not exist as identical to the
Self nor even does it somehow exist of its
own accord. Those who know reality, know
that nothing exists different [from the Self] or
a<> identical [to the Selt].9 1 (2.34]
The expression tattvanyatvabhyam anirvacaniya is not a cosmological
expression, but it is a statement about the ontologica l reality of the
material of which the world c.onsists. 92
In a passage in his commentary upon the BrhadaraI].yaka Upani~ad
3.5.1, Sankara says that ultimately namarilpa has no independe nt
existence apart from Brahman and therefore it does not constitute a second
thing to Brahman. This passage is significant, because it indicates what
he means by non-duality: that while namarupa is non-separa te from
BrallIDan, Brahman is independent of namarupa .
[Objection] If you admit the existence of the limiting
adjunct of name-and-form, the smtis such as "one only,
without a second" (CU 6.2.1) and "there is no diversity
whatsoever here" (BU 4.4.19) will be contradicted.
[Reply] No. This has been refuted through the illustration
of the water and foam and illustrations like clay [and the
pot] etc. But when, from the perspective of the highest
truth (paramarth a), those who follow the sruti seek to
ascertain whether name-and- form is different from the
Supreme Self, the fact is that it is not a different thing, just
as the modifications of clay [are not different entities from
clay]. -It is just like the foam of water and the
modificati ons such as pots etc. The .frutis, "one only,
without a second", "there is no diversity whatsoever here"
etc. are understood as having regard to that highest truth.
But when, on account of natural ignorance, Brahman though remaining in its own condition like the rope, the
mother-of-pearl and the sky, and inherently untouched by
anything - is not ascertained, through discrimination, from
the limiting adjuncts of the body and the sense organs
which are the effects of name-and-form, there resuits the

246

The Method ofEarly Advaita Vedanta

I svara, Ilva, Upa.dhi, Namariipa and A vidya

247

natural outlook that one is identical to the limiting adjunct
of name-and-form. Then there is all this phenomenal life
consisting of the existence of different entities.93

A vidya is for S., in contrast to other Advaitins, more an
affliction of the psyche (klefa) than a cosmic power

The name-and-form is ontologically mithya (tattva11yatvabhyam
anirvacaniya), and therefore there is the possibility of Advaita, because
name-and-form does not constitute a second reality to Brahman. ,

What Hacker says is plausible, as can be seen from a number of Sallkara's
statements, for example: "avidya is the idea of Self in regard to the body
etc. which are not the Self." 97 But this explanation of avidya, as
meaning just adhyasa, encounters a difficulty when we find that the world
is spoken of as "caused" (lqta), "presented" (pratyupasthapita) or even
"superimposed" (adhyasta) by avidya. 98 And the latter instance, in
particular, seems to indicate that avidya and adhyasa cannot always be
treated as synonyms, for it is hardly intelligible to say that something is
"superimposed by superimposition". In spite of providing such
examples, Hacker can still affirm that: "in his [Sallkara's] case avidya is
never designated as the material cause of the physical world. "99
Hacker, however, restrict<; the scope of his original assertion, because
later in his article he acknowledges that there are occasions when the
terms namariipa and avidya are expressly related. He cites a number of
passages, but perhaps the most important are from the Brahmasiitrabhfi.$ya
1.4.2-3, and 1.4.9. Hacker translates these passages:

(5) Avidyl
In this section we will discuss the concept of avidya, and its relation
to 11amariipa, in the light of the important article by Paul Hacker,
"Disti11ctive features of the Doctril.1c and Tenni11ology of Sankara: Avidya,
Namariipa, Maya, Isvara". 94 We will then refer to a contemporary debate
in Advaita circles about the nature of avidya, as can be found in the
writings of Sn Saccidanan<,iendra SarasvatI.
In the introductory portion to his Brahmasiitrabha.$ya, Sallkara defines
avidya as synonymous with superimposition (adhyasa): "The wise
consider this superimposition ... to be 'avidya'." Hacker sees this
statement, occurring right at the beginning of the commentary, as
providing a clear understanding of what Sallkara means by avidya., namely
that it means the same as adhyasa. Hacker goes on to say that when
Sankara uses the term mithyajiiana ("false cognition") he uses it in the
same sense as avidya. He says that this distinguishes Sankara from later
Advaitins for whom avidya is the cause of mithyajiiana. Hacker goes on
to explain:

For S.'s successors and even several of his contemporaries
and precursors, avidya is something quite unique: [it is] the
material cause of all errors and the entire manifold world ....
S., on th~ other hand, considers avidya to fall under another,
more general concept: avidya is a kle§a. It is the first,
most important, and most dangerous member in a chain of
other klefas which are caused by it. This point of view is
very close to that of the Yoga system [cf. Yogasiitra 2.3].95

(.fakti). 96

[The Upani~ad passage BU 1.4.7j shows that 'this', i.e., the
world, which is fragmented in manifest names and forms,
can, in its original state, when it exists in a state of seed
potency in which name and form are not yet unfolded, be
designated by the word 'the unmanifest' .... But we recognize
that this original state of the world is dependent on the
highest Lord and does not exist independently. And it is
necessary to assume that there is such an [original state],
for it serves a purpose. For without it a creative activity
on the part of the highest Lord would not be possible, since
He cannot act if He is without potency. Moreover, those
who are liberated are not born again. Why? Because [for
them] that seed potency is burned up by knowledge. For
the seed potency is essentially ignorance, which can be
referred to by the word 'the unmanifest'; which has the
highest Lord as its substratum; and which is the great sleep
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consisti ng of maya in which the souls lie, not yet
awakened to their true nature, wandering in saipsara. The
same 'unmanifest' is . sometimes designated by the word
'ether' ... [citation of BU 3.8.11) .... Sometim es it is
express ed by the express ion 'the imperis hable'
... [MU2.1.2] .... Sometim es it is called may~ ... [SvU
4.10] .... 100
Precisely this divine power of creation, in which name and
form are un-unfolded, is intended as the original state of
name and form in this Vedic verse (SvU 4.5).101
Hacker recognises that in the context of the above passages Sankara
speaks of a sakti as something "material". Hacker says: "But this power
is not just a capacity. It is also a substance out of which God forms the
world: the sakti of I svara is a blja-sakti. 0010 2
Hacker's line of thought may be summarised as follows. For S~Iikara
the "unmanifest name-and-form" (avyaJqta [namariipa] or avyakta
[namari ipa]) is a type of subtle primary material that exists as a "seed
potency" (bija5Hkti). This avyalqtanamariipa is closely related to avidya,
but it is not quite identified with avidyli, for Sankara frequently constructs
compounds where it is said that namariip a is "made" (krta), "brought
forth" (pratyupasthapita), or "superimposed" (kalpita, adhyasta etc.) by
avidya. 103 In these senses the meaning of avidya still remains vague.
Occasionally the avyaJqtanamariipa is said to be of "the nature of avidya"
(avidyamaka). So though avyakrta namariip a and avidya may not be
identical concepts, they are closely related, and at times they are even
equated. Hacker says, and I believe his view to be accurate, that what
later Advaitins have done is to discard the concept of the unmanifest
namariipa and attribute its capacities directly to avidya. Thus avidya is
said to be the material cause (upadana) and indeterminable (anirvacya),
terms whichin Sankara's works apply only to the avyalqtanamariipa. 104
According to Hacker, avidya is used in two senses, both as the
equivalent of adhyasa and as identified with the avyaJqtanamariipa, the
material cause of the world. He says that when the word avidya is used
by itself it means the same as adhyasa. But on some occasions avidya
(also maya) and avyafqtanamariipa mean one and the same thing, but that
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is only when they are specifically identified, and "only when they are
explicitly referred to as the prime matter of the universe." 105 We can see
that although at the beginning of his article Hacker says categorically
that: "for S. avidya is the same as mithyaj iiana" (i.e. adhyasa), he
modifies this view later in the article and rightly acknowledges that there
are occasions when Sankara equates the terms avidya and mliyli with
avyalqtanlimariipa, regarding the latter as a power, or sakti.
There is no such latitude shown in the writings of Sri Swami
Saccidanandendra Sarasvali, who stoutly maintains that according to
Sankara avidya means only adhyasa and that Sankara does not entertain
any notion of avidya as a power, or sakti. He further argues that from
Padmapada onwards the entire Advaita tradition deviates from the
teachings of Sankara and that Suresvara alone is faithful to the original
teaching. The controversial writings of Saccidanandendra, in fluent
Sanskrit as well as in English, have become inf1uential in some Vedanta
circles in India, especially around Mysore and Bangalore, and also in
Delhi. If fact, if there has been a debate internal to tl1e Sankara tradition
of Advaita over the last fifty years, it is the dispute between the
protagonists of the views of Saccidanandendra and those who would defend
the standard position. Given the significance of this issue for Advaita I
intend to discuss it at some length, though it could well be treated to a
monograph in its own right.106
In order to understand the thought of Saccidanandendra in its proper
context we should first review the major work of his "guru", K.A.
Krishnaswamy Iyer. 107 Saccidanandendra (formerly Y. Subba Rao) came
under the influence of K.A. Krishnaswamy Iyer when, as a student at
Central College, Bangalore, he received boarding and lodging at the house
of Krishnaswamy Iyer who was then a teacher at that College. Later,
when Subbha Rao was himself a school headmaster in Bangalore, it is
said that he: "once again came under the benign patronage and guidance of
K.A. Krishnaswamy Iyer." 108
A brief biograp hical account of
Saccidanandendra records their relationship:
Under the paternal care and guidance of K~is~aswamy Iyer
he was able to realize as to how much injustice had been
done to genuine, traditional Vedanta, in general, and to
Sankara, in particular. With a view to getting rid of all
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doubts and anomalies both l(rish~aswamy Iyer '.lnd
Subbharaya met Hanagal Viriipak~a Shastri and raised the
issue. They were shocked out of their wits, so to speak,
when Shastriji, in reply to a pertinent query, answered that
- "For Prarabdha Karma to remain, a remnant part of
Avidya alone is the cause; in other words, in Jiianis too
there remains a little bit of ignorance."
On their own, both the mentor Iyer and the pupil
Subbharaya considered seriously the paradoxical question "... how at all could such a spurious admixture of fallacious,
highly imaginative Avidya doctrines get into the
mainstream and where from?" Lo and behold! They could
pin-point and point out that the distorted interpretations of
the original Bhashya sentences by the Vyakhyanakaras
[sub-commentators] were in themselves the real culprit and
had played the role of the 'villain of the piece', so to speak,
in this whole bizarre dt'ama 109
When we look at the major work of K.A. Krishnaswamy Iyer,
Vedanta or The Science of Reality, first published in 1930, and
subsequently republished by the Adhyatma Prakasha Karyalaya founded by
Swami Saccidanandendra, we can see that it contains most of the ideas that
were so trenchantly argued by Saccidanandendra himself. That the author
of Vedanta or The Science of Reality was a keen student of Western
philosophy and literature is obvious, for six chapters of his book are
given over to an examination of Western philosophy. Kant is discussed
sympathetically, and so too is Hegel. However the purpose of these
chapters is not to elucidate Western philosophy to an Indian audience, but
to show the limitations of Western thought when compared to the perfect
science of Vedanta, as understood by the author. It is evident that the
whole work is written against a background of Western thought. For
instance, expressions reminiscent of the thought of Hegel can
occasionally be seen, as when Krishnaswamy Iyer says: "The world is
perfecting itself, and history is on the march of the cosmic spirit towards
its self-realization. "110 And just as Hegel wrote of a transcendence of
opposites, of subject and object, into a higher "self-consciousness",
Krishnaswamy Iyer too speaks of the transcendence of subject and object
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in the state of deep sleep, which is nothing but pure Consciousness
itself. 111 In fact we may hypothesise at the outset that Krishnaswamy
Iyer put forward a teaching of Vedanta that received its fundamental
impetus - in terms of its central aim, which was to demonstrate Vedanta
rationally, on the basis of an analysis of common, empirical experience from some of the then current ideas of the West; and the works of Sri
Saccidanandendra Sarasvati are but a refinement of that initial "Western
inspired" teaching, and are an attempt to integrate it into the arena of
traditional Vedanta by arguing for its validity as the correct interpretation
of Sallkara.
Krishnaswamy Iyer argues that Vedanta is a science of reality. The
word "science" indicates that Vedanta proceeds by way of an empirical
method, that its conclusions are testable and result from a rational
investigation of common experience, rather than from some kind of
private, mystical "experience". As the author writes in his Introduction:
"For it [Vedanta] is a science, and like the trnths of mathematics or
physics, its declarations are verifiable by immediate reference to the facts
of life." 112 The empirical method that he puts forward is the analysis of
three conditions with which everyone is familiar: waking, dream and deep
sleep. This method is ultimately based upon the Upani~ads, particularly
the MliJ.u;Jukya Upani~ad. But having received the initial insight from the
Upani~ads, Krishnaswamy Iyer does not dwell on the Upani~ads at any
length, for he principally wants to demonstrate the essential rationality
and universal applicability of the Vedantic understanding, and so he keeps
his sources in the background. In the following words he presents a
summation of his teaching:
Life manifests itself in three typical states. Of these,
waking and dream cannot be identified, each [exists] by
itself; and sleep is considered as such because the waking
intellect finds it a pure negation of all that is familiar to it
as life. But sleep by itself is Pure Consciousness, that is,
consciousness free from the subject-object fonn, and that is
the essence of the human spirit. It is not unconsciousness,
which we can never conceive. The three states do not
succeed each othe~; but are absolutely independent, and our
memory of sleep and dream is not memory in the common
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conception of the term. Time, space and causation
characterise waking and dream, but their dominion is within
each of the latter, not outside, so that the states have no
connection of any sort with one another. I cognize the
states, hence I am in each of them and yet I isolate myself
from dream and waking when I, as now, contemplate them,
and in sleep I am wholly identical with Pure Consciousness
which is my essence, what I am truly. Pure Consciousness
never changes, as it transcends time and causation, and
hence essentially I am ever one with it. 113
He says here that: (a) there are three distinct states of consciousness
which everyone experiences: waking, dreaming and deep sleep. (b)
Waking and dream are unconnected. It is not the case that dream is
ontologically dependent on the waking state, rather they are entirely
distinct states in terms pf space and time, and there is a different ego
subject in each state: the waking ego does not dream, nor does the dream
ego awaken. (c) The subject-object relationship that exists between the
ego and the world in these two states is entirely concomitant with the
state itself. Thus each state is inclusive of its own world. Just as the
dream ego and the dream world simultaneously arise and disappear, so
does the waker and the waking world, and it is illegitimate to believe that
the waking world continues to exist when one is dreaming. (d) Since the
states of waking and dream are transient, the knowledge of them as a
series is only due to the persistence of a principle distinct from them, i.e.,
the unchanging Witness Consciousness. or Pure Consciousness. (e)
Strictly speaking, deep sleep is not a "state" at all, for in sleep there is
Pure Consciousness and nothing else. (f) The fact that the state of deep
sleep as pure Consciousness itself - free from all subject-object relations
which are concomitant to the states of waking and dream - can be intuited
from a rational reflection on everyday experience, means that no special
spiritual experience is required above and beyond reflection upon one's
ordinary experience. (g) Pure Consciousness, which we call as "deep
sleep", while remaining intrinsically unchanged (for that too is our
experience), somehow - inexplicably - splits itself into both subject and
object in the waking and dream states.

J§vara, Jiva, Upadhi, Namarupa and A vidya

253

We can see that Krishnaswamy Iyer has essentially based his
philosophy upon the examination of the states of experience as revealed
in the Ma~1{fiikya Upani~ad. But he has interpreted this Upani~ad in a
most radical manner, as teaching that the states of waking and dream are
entirely discontinuous worlds. 114 Krishnaswamy Iyer says that it is
illegitimate to reason beyond what is actually given in experience itself.
It is natural, but erroneous, to believe that the waking world persists
during dream or sleep, because to do so is to reason from the experience
of the waking state. For in dream and sleep there is no knowledge
whatsoever of the waking world, and it is only from the waking
perspective that we call dream unreal and we call sleep as a state of
unconsciousness. In fact, dream is equally as real or as unreal as the
waking state itself, for dream has its own space and time that we call
unreal only from the perspective of the waking state. So too sleep can be
called an experience of unconsciousness only from the standpoint of the
waking state, whereas in fact it is Pure Consciousness, free from subject
and object. This intuition of Pure Consciousness, as the invariable
Witness of the states of waking and dream, can be arrived at by anyone
who is prepared to reflect on the three states of experience without giving
an unwarranted bias to the waking state, which, he adds, is the major
fault of Western philosophy.
There is no doubt that Krishnac;wamy Iyer is teaching Advaita, but it
is of a very radical type which does not seem to me to reflect the bulk of
the teachings of the Upani~ads, nor the teachings of Saii.kara, nor even of
Garn;lapada. Krishnaswamy Iyer repeatedly appeals to one's intuition: this
knowledge of Pure Consciousness is arrived at by intuition, through an
unbiased reflection on our own experience. But while it is true that our
conclusions about dream and sleep are only from the standpoint of the
waking state, I feel that it is counter-intuitive to hold that the waking
world does not exist during' dream or deep sleep. Krishnaswamy Iyer
recognises, of course, that we feel and act as though the waking world
persisted while we were asleep, but he argues that this is a fallacious
inference based upon the uncertain testimony of memory which is
"unreliable as a means of ascertaining the absolute truth" (p.107).
However, later, he himself relies on memory, in this ca'ie the inemory of
the absence of subject and object in sleep, to imply the presence of an
unchanged Witness Consciousness (p.168). So while he disregards the
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testimony of memory in one sphere, he does utilise it when he wishes to
prove something else.
Furthermore, it is hard to see how his teaching, which does not posit ·
a common world persisting in dream or sleep, can avoid some sort of
solipsism involving parallel worlds, where each jlva transacts in its own
world that is individually manifested by God, and which is so similar to
the worlds of the other jlvas that common interaction is possible. While
the teaching of Krishnaswamy Iyer has a place for a conception of God as the dynamic consciousness that manifests the worlds of waking and
dream - since he does not believe that there is the objective manifestation
of a world by God, he seems to have to logically accept a kind of
solipsism, though he wishes to deny it at a practical level (p.253).
Further, if sleep is essentially nothing but pure Consciousness then
there are really only two states of ordinary experience, waking and dream.
What is called "sleep" from the waking standpoint is actually the "state"
of pure Consciousness that underlies these two. Thus when he refers to
the syllable OM (AUM) as presented in the Miil}r,lukya, he says that: "A
stands for all waking experience, U for dream experience and M for deep.
sleep or Pure Consciousness" .115 But that is not correct, because the
Miil}r,liikya speaks of three states of ordinary experience, as well as the
"fourth state", the underlying Consciousness. The letter A represents the
waker and the waking world, the letter U represents the dreamer and the
dream world and the letter M represents sleep. The Upani~ad then speaks
of the "non-letter" (amatra) which is the underlying Self. Thus the
Miil}r,lukya speaks of three ordinary states, waking, dream and sleep, plus
the underlying "fourth" (turiya). But Krishnaswamy Iyer can, and does,
speak only of two ordinary states.
Fin~y, while he wishes to present the view that what we call deep
sleep is nothing but pure Consciousness, he occasionally suggests that
something is required to account for our experience of the personal
continuities. that reappear upon waking, as when he says: "In deep sleep
personality cannot be predicated of reality but must be assumed to have
remained in a germinal or latent condition" .116 What this "germinal
condition" is, he docs not say. Swami Saccidanandendra recognised that
there were still some vestiges of the influence of the Paiicadasi in the
thought of Krishnaswamy Iyer, and he pointed this out in his own
Introductory Remarks to the second edition.
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For the most part, the fundamental ideas of Krislmaswamy Iyer are
replicated in the work of his "pupil" Saccidanandendra Sarasvati. This is
especially so in the case of his earliest and most important polemical
work, Mfilavidyanirasa. 117 Here, Saccidanandendra sets out to refute the
belief that Gauc,lapl'ida, Sankara or Surcsvara taught the view current in
later Advaita, that there exists a causal power called, among other names,
Ignorance (avidya). According to this view, avidya is ontologically
mithya, i.e., it is categorically indeterminable as either absolutely real
(sat) or as totally unreal (asat); but since it is not totally unreal, it must
have some sort of positive existence (bhavarupa). This power c2lled
avidya conceals the true nature of reality, and it brings about the
projection of the world. Though it is removed by the knowledge of the
Self as Brahman, its impressions still persist subsequent to the rise of
such knowledge, for it is only in this way that the continued existence of
the person who is liberated while living in the world (jivanmukta) can be
explained. Saccidanandendra argues that all such idea<; are the inventions
of later commentators beginning with Padmapada, who said:
Beginningless Ignorance (avidya) is referred to in various
ways in the sruti, the smrti, itihasa and the pura~ias: as
"name-and-form" (namarupa), the "unmanifested", or
"unevolved" (avyak[ta), Ignorance (avidya), maya, "Nature"
(prakrti). "non-perception" (agraha~1a), "the unmanifest"
(avyakta), "darkness" (tamas), "the Cause" (karaIJa),
"Dissolution" (laya), "Power" (.fakti), "the Great Sleep"
(mahasupti), "Sleep" (nidra), "Imperishable" (aJ0ara) and as
"Space" (akafa). 118
According to Saccidanandendra, Garn;lapada, Sankara and Suresvara
taught no such doctrine of a positively existing causal avidya. When
Sankara uses the term avidya he just means superimposition (adhyasa),
for that is how he himself explained avidya at the· beginning of his
Brahmasutrabh~ya: "Learned people consider that the superimposition, so
defined, is "ignorance" (avidya)." 119 Saccidanandendra says we need not try
to trace the cause of superimposition, and indeed we cannot, since the idea
of cause and effect depends upon superimposition, as does all our
epistemological activity beginning with knowership itself. However, if
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one still seeks for the origin of superimposition, he says superimposition
can be said to be "caused" by a sheer absence of knowledge (jiim1abhava)
amounting to non-discrimination (a vi veka), which results in
superimposition. Saccidanandendra says that in the work of Sankara the
nature of avidya is:
the mutual identification between the Self and the not-Self
and the superimposition of their attributes. Various
expressions signifying avidya are found in the commentary,
such as: "superimposition" ( adh yasa, adhyaropa),
"erroneous inversion" (viparyaya), "error" (viparyasa),
"wrong knowledge" (mithyajiiana), "wrong cognition"
(mithyapratyaya), "misapprehension" (anyathagrahaIJ.a),
"darkness" (tamas), "confusion" (bhrm1ti) and "delusion"
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For Saccidanandendra, the assault on the concept of a causal power
called avidya is not just a theoretical exercise, it is important because of
its soteriological consequences. In order to appreciate this, we need to
focus upon some of the central ideas of Saccidanandendra's teaching. In
his commentary upon the Taittiriya Upani~ad, Sankara provides the
following definition of reality:
Something is real when, once it is ascertained to be in a
certain condition, that condition is not found to alter.
Conversely, if a thing is ascertained to be in a certain
condition but that condition alters, that thing is said to be
unreal. Therefore that which undergoes change [or
modification, vikara] is unreal. 122

This absence of discrimination is taught in the
Commentary by a variety of synonyms all referring to a
want of knowledge: "Ignorance", i.e., absence of knowledge
(ajiiana), "non-apprehension" (agrahaJJa), "not knowing''
(anavabodha), "not understanding" (anavagama) and "not
awakening" (apratibodha). At some places [the absence of
discrimination], in so far as it is the cause of the wrong
knowledge (mithyajiiana) [i.e. superimposition], is also
referred to as the "cause" (karaIJ.a), "seed" (blja) and "sleep"
(nidra, supti), and when that is so, wrong knowledge is
then spoken of as the "effect" (karya), "result" (phala) or as
"dream" (svapna). 121

Saccidanandendra cites this definition and applies it to the context of the
three states of experience, waking, dreaming and deep sleep, and he says
that if the causal power called avidya is present in all these states of
experience, as the tradition of Advaita accepts, then avidya must be, by
definition, real, and so it could not be removed. 123 Such a consequence
would, of course, be unwelcomefor Advaita. But since Saccidanandendra
argues that a positively existing causal power is an erroneous concept
fostered on the teachings of Gauc.Iapada and Sankara by lacer
commentators, he is able to escape from this conclusion by denying the
existence of such an avidya altogether. And he is able to show that there
is a situation within the experience of everyone where avidya in the
meaning of superimposition completely ceases, and that is the "state" of
deep sleep. Although superimposition, starting with knowership and
involving the experience of duality, is present in waking and in dream, it
is entirely absent in deep sleep. Thus Saccidanandendra points to deep
sleep as a "state" that is entirely free from duality and is, in fact, notl1ing
but pure Consciousness itself.
Saccidanandendra says:

Thus according to Saccidanandendra, avidyameans superimposition and it
is only in later Vedanta, beginning with Padmapada, that a causal power
called avidya is postulated as the cause of superimposition.

The Veda.... teaches that dreamless sleep is a state where the
Self rests in its own nature, bereft of the suffering entailed
by the superimposition of plurality. 124

(moha).

120

And he distinguishes the above terms from other terms used by Sankara,
all indicating the mere absence of discriminative knowledge
(jiianabhava):
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In the same way as Krishnaswamy Iyer, Saccidanandendra proceeds
primarily by way of a reflection upon the three states of experience, as
revealed in some Upani~ads, principally the Mm.i(lakya, and he argues that
while superimposition and duality are concomitant with the states 0f
waking and dream, there is no duality in deep sleep, for deep sleep is not
a state at all, it is nothing but pure Consciousness. Only from the
perspective of waking can deep sleep be considered a "state", whereas it is
actually the underlying reality, pure Consciousness itself, which
somehow - inexplicably - appears to transform into the world of waking
and into the world of dream.
A consequence of this understanding is that a reflection on the
everyday experience of waking, dream and dreamless sleep, as guided by
the Upani~ad teaching, is sufficient for liberation, and Saccidanandendra is
dismissive of samadhi- orientated practices involving control of the mind.
This is because knowledge of reality does not require the generation of
any special type of experience; what is necessary is the intuition of the
invariable pure Witness-Consciousness that underlies the states of waking
and dream and exists on its own in the "state" whkh, from the perspective
of waking, we call as deep sleep.
In keeping with his strictly empirical and phenomenological method
of analysis Saccidanandendra says that the states of waking and dream are
ontologically equivalent: they are equally real or equally unreal and we
have no logical grounds for maintaining that the waking state has a
greater reality than dream, for it is our experience, he says, that both
waking and dream arise and disappear, and when one is present the other is
completely absent.
The world that is perceived in any given state (waking or
dream) of subject-object consciousness is peculiar to that
state, and cannot be separated from it.125
.. .it is right to dismiss the worlds of waking and dream as
mere false appearances. For they are only perceived in the
states which condition them, and in dreamless sleep they
disappear.126
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What we teach is that the universe that is seen in waking is
related only to the waking state, and is not perceived or
found in any other state. 127
Like Krislmaswamy Iyer, Saccidanandendra argues that the states of
waking and dream exist in tl1eir own space-time and we are not entitled,
out of bias in favour of the reality of the waking state, to cling to the
belief that tl1e waking world continues during dream or sleep. When
there is dream there is no waking world, just as in waking there is no
dream world, and in deep sleep there is no experience of any world at all.
He says that there is no common time frame between waking, dream and
the "state" we call deep sleep. And when that is accepted, the
consequence is that waking and dream cannot be causally related. He
says:
Perhaps you will say that it is possible to infer the
existence of time interpenetrating and supporting the states
of waking, dream and dreamless sleep, because they come
and go .... But this argument is not correct. For in
dreamless sleep no one has experience of time. The claim
that the three states (of waking, dream and dreamless sleep)
come and go and belong to a single time series is in
contradiction with experience, and should therefore be
rejected as an error. ... And when that has been conceded,
one cannot make out that they stand to one another in the
relation of cause and effect. 128
.. .it is a mistake to suppose that dreams consist of
impressions (vasana) of waking experience. 129
So we should conclude with confidence that the world
perceived in waking and the world perceived in dream are
both equally illusory. For the appearance of both is of
limited duration, and they cease to exist in dreamless
sleep. 130
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To sum up the main teachings of Saccidanandcndra: (1) on the basis
of the definition of unreality as what is subject to change, waking and
dream are found to be equally unreal. (2) The Witness Consciousness is
real, as it persists in waking and dream - for change could not be knov :1
without an unchanging principle that is the witness of change - and it
alone exists in the state called deep sleep. (3) There is no causal power
called avidya and therefore in deep sleep there is nothing but the Self, pure
Consciousness, free from all duality. (4) Liberation consists in the
intuition of the pure Self as the Witness, together with the sublation - by
knowledge - of the superimposition of waking and dream. What is
required for liberation is reflection Ofl the states of experience, leading to
the sublation of the false and the intuition of the Self as the invariable
Witness Consciousness. Liberation is not the outcome of any
extraordinary experience and so it does not demand control of the mind
leading to states like samadhi.
We should note that the most important aspect of his teaching is that
deep sleep is not a state, but is pure Consciousness itself, and pure
Consciousness can be intuited through a rational reflection upon one's
everyday experience of the three states. His lengthy disquisition against
the concept of a causal power called avidya is primarily intended to negate
the presence of such a power in deep sleep, so that the latter can be shown
to be nothing but pure Consciousness itself; and pure Consciousness and
non-duality can thereby become available as facts to be intuited by anyone
capable of right reflection.
The teaching of Krishnaswamy Iyer and Saccidanandendra Sarasvati
(for it is fundamentally the s~'ll.e teaching) presents Advaita in an
essentially rational form, since it asks us just to reflect in an unbiased
manner upon our own experience. Their presentation of Advaita,
however, is not free from difficulties. In Advaita, there are two methods
to reveal the unreality (mithyatrn) of things. The first involves the idea
of change and permanence; what deviates (vyabhicari) and what persists
(avyabhicari). Change involves coupling being and non-being, for
something must first cease to exist in order for change to even occur, but
how can something that no longer exists be considered real? The equation
of change with unreality can be seen in Gauc;lapada: "What does not exist
at the beginning and at the end, likewise [does not exist] even in the
(\ . kar
a too defines unreal and real in terms of change and the
presen t."131 .:ian
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absence of change, as we can see from the definition in his Taittirlya
commentary, cited earlier. There is another important method of
discerning what is mithya. This can be seen in the teaching of the
Chandogya Upani~ad (6.1.4; 6.4. lff.) and it can also be found in the
writings of Saiikara, as for example: "What we understand is that, in
truth, the effect is 'non-different', i.e., it docs not exist separately, from
that [Brahman] the [material] cause." 132 This method consists in the
determination that a thing is mithya when its existence cannot be
established independently from the existence of its material cause
(adhi$(hiina-ananyatva), as can be seen in the case of a clay-pot in relation
to its material cause, clay. The clay-pot is mithya, because it has no
existence of its own, its existence is just the existence of the material
cause.
Saccidanandendra understands mithya according to the first method,
but he does not appear to make use of this other important way of
determining something to be mithya. The consequence is that he
considers it is the changeability of the states of waking and dream that
determine their unreality (mithyatva), and that pure Consciousness can be
ascertained only through the negation (badha) of these two states. His
approach places considerable emphasis on the continued negation, by
knowledge, of the states of waking and dream. However, if he took the
second approach to understanding mithya, then his focus would be more
on the appreciation of the presence of pure Consciousness even in the
waking state itself, since the latter stands to the former like the pot stands
to the clay.
Furthc1morc, in his attempt to avoid contaminating the state we call
deep sleep with a causal power called aYidya he actually maintains that
unreal things do not require any material cause in order to appear:
But could we not say that we are forced to assume the
presence of Ignorance in dreamless sleep on the ground that
the perception of the waking world afterwards would
otherwise be inexplicable? Examples such as that of the
manifestation of illusory silver in mother-of-pearl, followed
by its cancellation and abolition, are found to be
inexplicable without appeal to positive Ignorance as the
material cause of the false appeara11cc. And in the same
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way, does not the perception of the waking world prove the
presence of positive Ignorance in dreamless sleep as the
material cause of the waking world? [reply] Not so! For
an illusory object does not require a material cause. We
cannot say that a thing belongs to a system of causes and
effects and at the same time is false.133
His teaching is that the waking and dream worlds, as they are unreal
(mithya), require no material cause in order to appear. But this is an
extraordinary assertion that has no foundation in the Upani~ads which are
unanimous in their view that Brahman is the material cause of the world.
Nor .can it find justification in the commentaries of Sankara who
repeatedly speaks of Brahman as the material cause of the world.
Saccidanandendra does not see a causal relationship between waking
and dream, they are entirely independent states in their own space and
time, and when dream ex~sts the world of waking does not exist. It is
hard to see how this teaching avoids solipsism, even though
Krishnaswamy Iyer and Saccidanandendra believe that it does not entail
this outcome. Their arguments, however, are unconvincing. For if we
believe that the waking world vanishes when a person is in dream or sleep
(and though we cannot prove that it does not vanish, we equally cannot
prove that it does) then there can be no common world of experience, and
it is hard to avoid the conclusion that the appearance of a waking world is
unique to each individual in the waking state, just like the appearance of a
dream world is unique to each dreamer. This is in keeping with the
teaching of c/r$PSf$ti, i.e., the creation of the world is concurrent with the
perception of the world, rather than the commonsense view of Sf$Pdf$P.
that the world is created and therefore it is seen. The latter view is
supported by the majority of the statements in the Upani~ads and it is
also the position of Sankara. In his Mii.lavidylinirasa, Saccidanandendra
says nothing about the existence of a creator, I svara, and this omission is
significant, for the existence of I svara is normally associated with the
explanation of the existence of the physical world. His denial of an
objectively existing world, and his silence about ISvara, are both
consistent with the ultimate subjectivism of his position.
While there may be statements in the Upani~ads that could be
interpreted to support Saccidanandendra's contention that deep sleep is
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equivalent to pure Consciousness, there are other statements in the
that clearly do hot support that position. Let us take one
notable instance. The Mlil){liikya Upani~d refers to the ''fourth" (turlya),
i.e., the pure Consciousness-Self that underlies the three states of waking,
dream and deep sleep. By 11sing the word "fourth" the Upani~ad
specifically says that the third state, deep sleep, is not to be equated with
the highest reality, and from this one could go on to postulate the
presence of avidya in deep sleep. However, according to Saccidanandendra,
there can be no "fourth state", because deep sleep is nothing but pure
Consciousness itself. Saccidanandendra acknowledges the difficulty that
the word turiya has for his teaching and in the course of defending his
position he says:

Upani~ads

... the Veda does not teach the existence of any 'fourth state'.
The Mll}<;liikya Upanishad does not intend to convey the
existence of another 'state' beyond dreamless sleep.134
The Vedas do not speak of any 'pure state' beyond dreamless
sleep. If the Vedic texts speak t>f 'dreamless sleep and "the
Fourth"' one is forced (by the teaching of the Veda taken as
a whole) to take the two terms as having equivalent
value. 135
Saccidanandendra is not on strong ground here, for it is hard to refute the
evidence provided by the direct mention of the word "fourth" (turlya) in
the Ma.z.1{li1kya Upani~ad, and the Upani~ad also explicitly refers to sleep
as only the "third quarter" (t[tiyc$ pad<$).
It is my opinion that many post-Sankara Advaitins have, possibly in
response to probing questions from their opponents, tended to focus rather
excessively on the problem of the nature of avidyii. or maya (treating here
the two terms as identical in meani.Qg); and perhaps also coming under the
ubiquitous influence of the Slliikhya concept of pralqti they have tended to
materialise avidya-maya and treat it as a virtual reality in its own right.
Of course it is avidya-maya that is postulated as the necessary bridge at
the inexplicable juncture between the realms of vyavahlira and paramartha.
But even while Advaitins freely admit that the juncture between the
vyavahiira and the paramiirtha is incomprehensible and hence inexplicable

264

The Met110d of Early Advaita Veda11ta

- and to say that it is avidya or maya ultimately means just that - they
have nonetheless reified avidya-maya to the extent that it has almost
become an entity it its own right. This approach has resulted in the often
clear subordination of the concept of I svara to that of maya, whereas I
believe it would be more beneficial, botb religiously and philosophically,
to frankly acknowledge the inexplicability of the relation between the
vyavahara and the paramartha and to keep Brahman as the central concern
throughout. And Brahman is always equivalent to I svara from the cosmic
perspective of the existence etc. of the world (vyavaharatal}), which is a
fact many Advaitins seem to overlook. It is only from the acosmic
perspective of the highest truth (paramarthatal;l), which necessarily entails
the understanding of the mithyatva of the world, that the I svara-ness of
Brahman is found to disappear, leaving Brahman ever untransformed.136
That being said, there is sufficient evidence in the writings of Sankara
for us to acknowledge that he accepts some sort of veiling and creative
power which we may call maya or avidya. We see that Gam;lapada says:
This unborn [non-dual, turiya-atman]
becomes different just through maya, not
otherwise. For if it becomes different in
reality, the immortal would become mortal.
[3 .19)
Gau<.lapada hints that maya is some kind of "power" when he says: "The
Self, the effulgent one, apparently creates itself through itself due to its
own maya [2.12)." In the commentaries of Sankara there are more
explicit affinnations that maya and avidya refer to the power, or potency
(sakti), inherent in unmanifest name-and-form. For instance, in MUl}<)aka
Upani~ad 2.1.2 the statement occurs: "tbe Puru~a is .... beyond the
transcendent imperishable (pwwalJ .... ak~arat paratal) paral))." Sankara
comments here that the "imperishable" (ak~ara) means the "umnanifested"
(avyak[ta), and he says that it is a "limiting adjunct (upadhi) which is the
seed of name-and-form", and that it is the upadhi of the supreme Being
(pw-u,>a) who is intrinsically without any uplldhi. 137 In his commentary
upon Brahmasiltra 1.2.22, he repeats this identification and furth~r
explains the Mu~1<)aka passage:
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The imperishable means the unmanifested. It is in the
form of the power (sakti) that is the seed of name-and-form.
It contains the subtle elements, it has I svara as its basis, it
constitutes His limiting adjunct, and while higher than its
own modifications, it is unmodified.13 8
In Ka(ha Upani~ad 1.3.11 there is the statement: "Puru~a is higher than
the unmanifested" (avyaktat pwu~al) paral)). Here, Sari.kara says:
The unmanifested (avyakta) is the seed (blja) of the whole
world, it is the essence of unmanifested [or unevolved]
name-and-form, 139 it is in the form of a combination of all
the powers of causes and effects, it can be referred to by
such tenns as "unmanifesled" (avyakta), "unmanifested" [or
unevolved] (avyak[ta), "space" (akafa)1 40 etc., it entire~y
depends upon the supreme Self, it is like the power of a
banyan tree in a tiny banyan seed.1 41
Sari.kara most clearly presents the view that the "unmanifest~d" is a
kind of potentiality, or power (sakti), when he says in his commentary
upon Brahmasiltra 1.4.3:
We accept that this prior condition of the world is
dependent upon the highest Lord, not something that exists
independently. And that [prior state] must necessarily be
accepted, for it is important. Without it the highest Lord
cannot be shown to be a creator, for activity is not possible
if He is without the power. And the reason why tJle
liberated souls have no further birth is that the seed-potency
(bljasakti) [of name-and-form] is scorched by knowledge.
For that seed-potency is of the nature of ignorance
(avidyatmika). It is referred to by the word "unmanifested"
(avyakta), it has the supreme Lord as its basis, it is full of
wondrous magic, it is a great sleep in which the
transmigrating souls are lying without awakening to their
own true nature. 142 The 5ruti refers to the "unmanifested"
at some place by the word "space" (akasa)(BU 3.8.11), at
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some other place by the word "imperishable" (MU 2.1.2),
and at another place it is indicated by the word "maya" (Sv
4.10). Maya is surely unmanifested, because it cannot be
ascertained as either real or as unreal. 143
Another significant reference occurs in his commentary upon
Brahmasiitra 1.4.9, where the topic under discussion concerns the word
"unborn" (aja) occurring in Svetasvatara Upani~ad 4.5. Sankara says it is
evident from a study of the context that the word aja in the mantra refers
to:
the same divine power (saiva daivf saktiP.) [mentioned in
other passages, SvU 1.1-3, 4.10.], which is of the nature of
unmanifested name-and-form (avyalq:tanamariipa), and
which is the prior condition of [manifest] name-and-form
(11amariipayop. pragavastha). 144

From such important passages as these, we can see that Sankara
accepts the empirical existence of some power, frequently called as
avyalqta, avyakta, or maya, which is the seed-potency (bfja§akti)
belonging to unmanifest name-and-form. Unmanifest name-and-form
(avyak[tmiamariipa) is of the nature of avidya because the delusion of its
reality can be dispelled by knowledge, and so the word avidya primarily
signifies the mysteriously concealing, and ultimately unreal aspect, of the
unmanifest name-and-form. It is possible that Sankara uses the word
avidya in this sense - referring to both the deluding and unreal dimension
of the unmanifest name-and-form - when he uses the word avidya as th~
enigmatic first member in the compounds: "made by avidya" (avidyalqta),
"presented by avidya" (avidyapratyupasthapita), "fashioned by avidya"
(avidyakalpita) and "caused by avidya" (avidyanimitta), which are to be
found throughout his commentary on the Bralimasiitra. While avidya is
at times specifically equated with ·superimposition, that need not
invariably be the case, as when he makes such compounds as
avidyadhyaropita "superimposed by avidya ", which would be
unintelligible if avidya also meant superimposition. 145 If avidya refers to
the delusive and unreal aspect of the unmanifest name-and-form then the
latter can be seen as having two characteristics, a deluding and unreal
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aspect (avidya), as well as a creative aspect since it is the primary material
of the world. It is then not difficult to see how later Advaita, by
discarding the term "unmanifest namariipa" and subsuming its function
into the single term avidya, could look upon avidya as having the double
aspect of concealing (avarm,ia) and projecting (vik$epa). While postSankara Advaita has developed and reified the concept of avidya, we do not
find the fundamental discontinuity between Sankara and later Advaita as
proposed by K.A. Krishnaswamy Iyer and Swami Saccidanandendra
Sarasvati.
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in presenting Brahman as the inner~Self, as not an object, ,
removes the difference of the known, the knower, the act of
knowledge etc. which are superimposed through
Ignorance.51 .

the Self, as pure Awareness, is self-luminous. He says that the nature of
Brahman and Atman is Experience Itself (an~bhavatmaka,
anubhavatman). 49 Just as Sankara's disciple Hastamalaka, in his poetic
composition Hastlimalakiya, uses the refrain that the Self is: "eternal
Awareness by its very nature" (nityopalabdhisvarupa), so does Saiikara use
this same expression to refer to the Self. 50 Such expressions as
anubhavatman and nityopalabdhisvarupa are significant and unambiguous.
Sankara is saying that the Self, as pure Awareness, is not an experience,
.but is Experience, for its very nature is anubhava. It is the Awareness in
the Light of Which all experiences are objectively revealed.
If the fundamental Self is. Experience Itself, in what sense can we
have an experience of this pure Awareness-Self? How can Awareness be
experienced, if it is That by Wlllch ordinary ~xperience is possible? How
can Awareness be experienced at all, if it is the very content of the
experiencer, if it is the final Subject? Saiikara is very much aware of the
problem of experience and objectification, as we can see from this
passage of his commentary on Brahmasiitra 1.1.4:
Brahman does not come within the sphere of acts through
being an object of the action of knowing, for there is the
denial that It is an object of the action of knowing in the
passage: "It is other than the known and above [different
from] the unknown" (KeU 1.4), as well as in: "Through
what can one know That, through Which, one knows all
this?" (BU 2.4.14) .. So too there is also the denial of
Brahman being an object of a meditative action, for having
first presented Brahman as not an object, in the passage:
"That which is not uttered by speech, That by Which
speech is uttered" (KeU 1.5), it is said: "Know That to be
Brahman; it is not what people meditate upon as 'this~."
(KeU 1.5).
If it is objected that since Brahman is not an object it
cannot possibly be revealed through the scripture, we say
that is not so. For tlie. scripture aims at the removal of
differences that are superimposed by Ignorance. It is not
that the scripture seeks to present Brahman as an object, as
a "this". How does the scripture present It? The scripture,
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Clearly, if there is to be an "experience" of Brahman, it must be different
to the way in which we experience any sense object, and it must be
different too from the way that we experience mental objects, i.e.,
thoughts etc. But Saiikara does not speak of a "mystical" realisation of·
Brahman in some unusual state of consciousness, analogous to the Yogic
nirvikalpa samadhi. In his genuine works he nowhere says that Brahman
realisation depends upon the cultivation of the meditative "state" called
nirvikalpa samadhi.52 And indeed on one occasion he specifically denies
that yogic concentration (cittavrttinirodha) is a means to liberation.53
Surely, if it was his belief that liberation results from yogic concentration
culminating in nirvikalpa samadhi; as many Vedantins do believe, he
would have devoted some space in his works to expounding such a view?
But if Salikara does not speak of nirvikalpa samadhi type experience,
does he speak qf experience at all? And if so, in what way? Concerning
the question of "experience" in Advaita, Arvind Sharma has sought to
provide a wider scope for spiritual experience in contrast to Anantanand
Rambachan who sees the §ruti as generating the knowledge of Brahman
without there being any need for some special experience apart from the
liberating meaning that arises from the .words of sruti, when rightly
understood. 54 I do not wish to deny the possibility of extra-ordinary
states of mind loosely called "mystical" experiences, such as we can see,
for example, in the lives of Ramalq~ and Ramm;ia Mah~i. We should
note, however, that the type of experiences that Ramakrsna and Ramana
underwent do ~ot seem to have that much in common: . Afso, I wish ~o
suggest that the repeated characterisation of Ram~IJa's experiences· as
"nirvikalpa samadhi" seems to be more of a convenient label to refer to
his particular states of noetic absorption than it is a factual description of
asaihprajiiata samadhi, better known as nirvikalpa samadhi, as presented
in the Yoga and .the Tantra-Yoga traditions where these terms are most
prevalent. I do not seek to call into question the validity of an insight
that can be gained though deep meditative absorption, or states where
there is absorption in some kind of intuitive awareness, such as we can
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CHAPTER SIX

The Means (sadhana), the End (sadhya) and
their Relation

(1) The method in the Upani~ads as interpreted by Sankara
Sankara sees the Upani~ads as the source of spiritual understanding.
It is in the Upani~ads that' we discover the nature of the reality underlying
the phenomenal world, and the Upani~ads also show ways by which that
reality can be known. For Sankara, and the Advaita tradition as a whole,
the Upani~ds are truly the means of knowledge (prama1.1a) in matters of
the spirit.
The Upani~ads teii that the reality about which they speak is not an
object of the senses:

That which one does not see with the eye (KeU 1.7)
Nobody sees Him with the eye (Ka U 2.3.9)
It is not comprehended through the eye (MU 3.1.8)
If the metaphysical reality, Brahman, is not an object of the senses, then
the primary means of knowledge through which we know anything in the
world, namely sense-perception, has no scope to reveal Brahman. And if
that is so, one's own independent speculation would be ruled out, since
inference depends upon the data supplied by the senses. 111e Upani~ads
teach this very conclusion, as we can see from the often quoted statement
in the Taittinya tJpani~ad:

From which words turn back, not reaching, along with the
mind (TU 2.4.1; 2.9.1)

285

But if the Upani~ad says that words "turn back", docs not the Upani~ad
negate itself m; a means of knowledge? For the Upani~ads are only in the
fonn of words, and if Brahman cannot be revealed by words, then the
Upani~ads - which state that Brahman exists, but also state that there is
no way of knowing Brahman, since it is neither a sense-object, nor an
object of language, nor of thought - would show themselves to be
impotent to reveal Brahman. The consequence is that the Upani~ads
would be meaningless.
There is a single way out of this difficulty, and it is that the
Upani~ads do reveal the nature of Brahman through language, but only
though a particular type of language. Richard De Smet expresses the
matter thus:
Since all words belong to the realm of secular knowledge
and designate primarily sense-objects only, it is clear that
they can be employed by the Sruti, or by the guide in
Brahma-Ji} ii as a, only in two ways: either in some
secondary .... meaning, or in their negative forms, for there
is no other way of detaching them from their primary
application which has no scope with respect to Brahman.1
Sankara says that words can function in only four ways. Either a word
refers to something which is a member of a generic class, a noun, such as
the word "cow"; or it refers to a quality of a thing, such as white or black;
or it refers to some action, such as cooking or reading; or to a
relationship between things, such as: "He is rich", "He owns many
cows". 2 Since Brahman is not a sense object, Brahman cannot be denoted
by words which are normally employed, in any of these four ways, to
refer to sense objects. So if the fo1ti is to reveal Brahman through
language - and that is the only way that the sruti, which is in the form of
words, could reveal Brahman - but language is structured in such a way
that it can speak only of sense objects, then the sruti has to find another
way to use language. It does just this, when it employs the language of
negation and uses words in an implied meaning.
It is well known that the sruti uses the language of negation to refer
to Brahman, as when it says:
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That which is invisible, ungraspable, without source,
without features, without eyes or ears, hal)ds or feet... (MU
1.1.6)
And of course there is the famous negation found in the BrhadaraIJyaka
Upani~d:

Now therefore the description [of Brahman]: "Not this, not
this." Because there is no more appropriate description
than this: "not this" (id na) (BU 2.3.6). 3
Sankara writes that the negation "not this, not this" serves to remove
differences brought about by limiting adjuncts. He says that words
function with reference to some attribute or the other, and that is the case
even in regard to the positive descriptions of Brahman given in the sruti,
such as: "Brahman is Consciqusness, Bliss" (BU 3.9.28), and "absolutely
uniform Consciousness" (v{jiianaghana eva) (BU 2.4.12). Even here, he
says, words refer to Brahman:
...by way of name, form and action that are superimposed
(on Brahman]. But when the true nature of Brahman is
sought to be described, free from the distinctions of all
limiting conditions, it cannot be described by any means.
This is the only procedure, the description: "not this, not
this", which is by way of negation of all existing
descriptions. 4
And again, in responding to a query that surely statements like: "Brahman
is Consciousness, Bliss"; "absolutely uniform Consciousness"; "Brahman
·is Being, Awareness, Infinite" (satyalh jiilinam anantalh brahma) (TU
2.1.1) do define B~ as pute Awareness, he says:
That is true, but even so, words like "Consciousness" etc.
refer to Brahman just by way of the limiting adjuncts of
the mind, body and the senses. 5
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The "negative method" in general, and these statements of Sankara
which belong to that method, pose some problems. Firstly, is the
statement of negation, "not this, not this" (neti neti), intended to be openendcd? The Upani~d teaching would be nihilistic if the negati9n process
is without termination. Secondly, how can we know Brahman by
negating what it is not? If the method the Upani~ads employ to reveal
Brahman is ultimately a negative one, if the Upani~ads just tell us what
Brahman is not, there can be no positive knowledge of that reality whose
existence they proclaim, and once again the charge could be made that the
Upani1.'ads are meaningless.
The first objection is easily met. Sankara emphatically asserts that
negation would be fruitless unless something stands unnegated. Further,
. he contends that if nothing remains after the process of negation, then
anything that is sought to be negated by that process could not be negated
and wohld become, de facto, real:
Something that is not real is negated on the basis of
something real, as in the case of the snake etc. on the rope
etc. That [denial of something unreal with reference to
something real] is possible when some positively existing
thing is left over. If everything is denied, what positively
existing thing would remain? If nothing else remains, the
thing that is sought to be denied could not be denied and it
would thereby become real. Negation would become
logically impossible.6
Sankara considers that the negation taught by repetition in the statement
"not this, not this" (neti neti) removes all superimpositions from
Brahman which then· stands unnegated in its own true nature. He makes
this same point in a number of his works, as for instance in the
BralimasiitrabM$ya.·
When there is the repetition ["not this, not this", what
happens is that] from the denial, of all objects· in their
totality, That which is not an object, the inner-Self, is
Brahman; and the desire to know Brahman ceases. Hence
the definitive conclusion is that [the statement "not this,
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not this"] negates the phenomenal world, which is
superimposed in Brahman, and leaves Brahman remaining.7
To cite a c;ouple of instances from the UpadesasahasrI:
As [the Self] cannot be negated, it is left as
the remainder [by the statement] "not this, not
this". "I am not this, I am not this" - in such
a way It becomes clearly known. [2.1] 8
The sense of agency etc. has been
superimposed upon the Self, the Pure
Awareness, by the mind. "Not tliis, not this"
negates all of it , ,along with the mind itself.
[18. 25]
Saiikara says that once the removal of superimposition has taken place,
the Atman then stands self-revealed. That this is his view is evident
from the juxtaposition of two verses in the Upadesasahasrl, where in the
verse following the one just cited above we read:
Perception, self-luminous, Seeing, innermost,
always unchanging, immediately evident,
within all, the Witness, the principle of
Consciousness, constant, free from qualities ,
and without a second. [18. 26]

It is clear that negation is meant to exclude all limiting conditions
from the Self which then stands as it is: as pure Consciousness which is
not an object of the senses, the mind or speech. This also begins to
answer the second objection raised above, namely that no positive
knowledge can be achieved through mere negation. What Saiikara is
saying is that the absolute Self is never rem~e or indirect (parok§a), for
its nature is self-revealing Consciousness, and as such, it must always be
immediately evident (aparok§a). The negation "neti neti" removes,
through discriminative insight, all the limiting conditions and their
attributes from the Self, which then stands revealed as it truly is. But I
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believe that if this insight occurs, it is not simply the outcome of the
negation process, rather it, is because the true nature of the Self is
indicated through the negation process itself. This requires further
explanation, but to state my conclusion at the outset, I believe that the
"way of negation" should not be understood as a separate method apart
from the method of "indication" [or "implication"] called lak§aI)li, where
the Self is indicated through the secondary, or the implied meaning, of a
word. Thus I believe there is a single method in the hermeneutics of
liberation in the Advaita of Sankara, and this method necessitates the use
of lak§a~1a. For example, firstly, the context is taught, i.e., Brahman,
Atman, the Lord, the nature of the upadhis etc. Then all the upadhis
that pertain to the individual body-sense-mind complex, as well as the
upadhis to do with the cosmic Lord, i.e., the "Creatorship" on the part of
Brahman, are negated in the final denial characterised by the statement
"not this, not this", so that the true nature of the Self, that is already
contextually known, is simultaneously and directly indicated through the
negation process as the pure Awareness "basis" that now exist<> undivided
(akha~{la) following the negation of all upadhis. Thus the language of
negation and the language used in a secondary, or implied sense (lak,w.iaJ,
are not two different ways of proceeding; they form a single method of
revealing the Absolute. If this is so, which I will try to show, then the
statements by Sankara in his various commentaries can also be shown to
be consistent in their method of revealing the Self as Brahman.
In speaking about the method of the .fruti, Karl Potter expresses the
view:
Ultimately, however, scripture can provide no positive key
to liberation, because the key lies in removing ignorance, a
negative step; so the highest view of all is that of apavada,
that reality is "not this, not this" (neti neti). 9

It is true that for Saiikara the Upani~ads culminate in the statement "neti
neti" which negates all superimpositions in their entirety. But the
negation itself functions in the context of lak§~ii, for our ignorance of
something cannot be removed without pointing out the nature of the
thing about which there is ignorance. It is not sufficient merely to say:
"not a snake, QOt a snake!'', the substratum of the error must also be
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positively pointed out ("this is not a snake, it is a rope!") in order to
provide a knowledge that is truly liberating. I believe that negation
(apavada) is throughout coupled with the positive indication of reality
through lak$aIJa. While Professor Potter docs makes reference to Jak~a,
he does not discuss the significance of this matter.10
Richard De Smet highlights the importance of the method of
indication [implication] (lak$aIJa) in Advaita. Whilst distinguishing both
a negative and a positive method, the latter characterised by lak$31Jli. he is
of the opinion that the negative way is but an intermediary step to the
positive method of indication, and though he docs not say that there is
but a single method, consisting of negation cum indication, he does come
close to that view:
The function of the context cannot be too much
emphasised. The Vcdantic definitions of Brahman are
usually prepared by a series of progressive adhyaropas
[erroneous imputations] which pedagogically direct the
mind to focus its attention on the highest reality; then,
these approximations are contradicted and neutralised by the
"neti neti" method, and, finally, the true definition is
enunciated in terms denoting pure perfections, which
through implication, are elevated to signify the absolute
Brahman-Atman.
Thus the whole context directs the pupil to perform the act
of implication. 11
Anantanand Rambachan mentions three methods: (1) the method of
superimposition (adhyaropa) and de-superimposition (apavada), (2) the
method of negation (neti neti), and (3) the method of implication
(lak$81J8). Among these, he sees the first two as being fulfilled by the
latter an_d he says:
One cannot overestimate the importance of laksana... . It
is integral to Sankara's rationale for the Vedas as .a ~ramli.IJa
of brahman. After his justification of the Vedas as a source
of knowledge by showing the limitations of all other
pramal)as with regard to brahman, the problem of the
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latter's inexpressibility through words, which are
unavoidably finite in their reference, still remains. In
response to this dilemma, Sankara proposes lak$81J8 as the
method of surmounting brahman 's inexpressibility.1 2
Rather than three distinct methods, I sec superimposition and its removal
(adhyaropa-apavada) and the way of negation (neti neti) as constituting a
single technique that unites with indication: thus there is but one method,
and it consists of negation cum indication. Both De Smet and
Rambachan highlight the importance of lak$aIJa in revealing the nature of
the Infinite through words, given that words are acknowledged to be, as
Rambachan says, "unavoidably finite in their reference." I believe these
authors to be entirely correct in the importance they give to the use of the
implied meaning of words. And I further agree with Rambachan that this
is the only way to solve the problem of the unknowability of Brahman
which would result if the words of the Upani~ads only negate, but do not
also reveal.
Both these authors have difficulty, however, in producing sufficient
illustrations of Sankara's use of lak$aIJ.a to justify their assertion of its
fundamental importance to his hermeneutical method. While they are
able to give instances of his use of lak$31Jl'i, they cannot adduce as many
as one would expect if lak$81Jli. is so central to his thought. To
supplement a lack of references by Sankara they have to rely on
explanations from later Advaita. As well as sharing their assertion of the
importance of lak$al)a, I share something of their difficulty in
demonstrating numerous instances of its use, though I can show some
additional cases. But first, it may be worthwhile to explain briefly what
exactly is meant by lak$li.1)8, following the classical Advaita account.
A word has a primary meaning (vacyartha! mukhyartha) which is
revealed through its express sense (sakti). But a word, or a group of
words, can also have a secondary, or implied meaning (lak$artha), where
the meaning is conveyed through indication (lak$al)a), as for example:
"the village is on the Ganges". Here, the primary meaning of the
sentence is not intelligible according to our usual understanding of the
site of a village, and so, in order to make sense of the meaning of the
speaker's utterance, we have no alternative but to give up the literal
meaning of th~ words and find a meaning that is implied through the
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literal meaning, namely that the village is situated, not at some distance
from the Ganges, but right upon its bank.
Advaitins agree with the Mimamsaka<; that it is not .correct to resort
to an implied meaning so long as the literal, or primary meaning, makes
sense. It is on~y when an utterance is made with purport, i.e., it is not
nonsensical, but the purport is unintelligible according to its direct or
literal meaning, that we are entitled to seek a meaning that is implied
through the words. Thus lalqa~1a requires that the direct meaning is
unintelligible in the context, and further, it requires that some relation
exists between the primary meaning and the secondary, or implied
meaning, so that we can move from the former directly to the latter. This
movement of thought is performed by implicatory reasoning called
"necessary presumption" (arthapatti), which requires the postulation of a
fact to explain another known fact which would otherwise remain
unintelligible. The standard example of arthapatti is: "fat Devadatta does
not eat during the day" (plno devadatto diva na bhwikte) where, under
normal circumstances, we can only make sense of this unintelligible fact
by assuming that Devadatta must be eating during the night. When the
express meaning of a statement contradicts reason, we can either abandon
the statement as nonsensical, or look for an implied meaning. If that
statement is made in all seriousness, with the intention to convey a
particular piece of information, we are not entitled to just abandon it as
nonsense, and we must therefore look for some implied meaning that
alone, and immediately, will make sense of the otherwise unintelligible
utterance.
Saiikara says all words are fi.nite in their scope, for they function, as
we saw, in one of four ways: they can refer to nouns, i.e., to things of a
certain class (jati), such as "pot"; or they can refer to the properties of
things, such as the adjective "white" in the phrase "white pot"; or to
actions such as "he drops the white pot"; or to relationships as in "that
white pot belonged to Devadatta". Since all words have only a finite
meaning, no word can directly reveal the Infinite. Even words like
"awareness" cannot directly express the reality of which the Upani~ads
speak, for the word "awareness" literally refers to conscious states of
mind. No word in its literal, or express sense, is able to reveal Brahman;
yet the Upani~ads are only in the form of words. Thus we seem to be at
an impasse. The only way the Upani~adic words can directly reveal
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Brahman is to indicate Brahman through their secondary, or implied
meaning (JakijaIJli). There is no other way that the words of the Upani~ads
can reveal the nature of Brahman. And they can do this if a relationship
exists between the literal and the implied meanings, as we will explain
further below.
Indication (lakijaIJii), as discussed in later Advaita writings, is said to
be of three types:
(1) Lak!jaIJa where the primary meaning is completely given up
(jahallak!jaIJa). As in the statement: "the village is on the Ganges",

where the direct meaning, "on the Ganges", is unintelligible as the
location of a village. In order for this statement to make sense, the direct
meaning of the words "on the Ganges" is completely abandoned, and it is
substituted by an implied meaning that is connected to the direct
meaning, and thus by implying "on the bank" the statement becomes
intelligible.
(2) Lak!jaIJii where the primary meaning is not given up, but an additional
meaning is implied (ajahallak!jaIJa). For example in the statement:
"protect the curd fn,Jm the crows", the direct meaning of the word "crows"
is not abandoned, but an implied meaning of: "and anything else", is
added.
(3) Lak!jaIJa where a part of the direct meaning is given up and a part of it
is retained (jahadajahallak!jaIJa or bhagatyagalak!jaIJa). In the usual
example, "this is that Devadatta", the word "that" refers to Devadatta as he
was in the past, eg., a young student at Benares, and the word "this" refers
to Devadatta as he is right now, an old man living in Delhi. The
statement of identity is logically untenable, because the old man is not
the same as the young man, so how can we say this person is identical to
that person? The statement, when interpreted through implication,
becomes intelligible to commonsense if we retain the substantial identity
of the person and giye up the two incompatible attributes associated with
different places and times. Setting aside the opposing conditions, we
recognise the essential identity: "this is that Devadatta!"
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Of these three types of lak!}aIJa, Advaitins tend to use the third. type in
their hermeneutics of the Upani~ads. In the introduction to his translation
of Sankara's UpadesasahasrI Sengaku Mayeda expresses the opinion that
the use of lalq81Ja was an innovation by Advaita teachers subsequent to
Sankara.13 But that is not so. For although Sankara does not discuss the
significance of lak$aI,lli, and though he does not refer to jahadajahallak!}m,1a
by name, he most certainly does use lak!jaIJa in his interpretation of
Upani~ad sentences. We can see this by referring to three important
instances where he employs lakf;)m,1a as the key to unlocking the meaning
of the Upani~ads.
The first occurs in his explanation of an important passage in the
Taittirfya Upani~ad which gives the essential definition of Brahman. 14
The passage is: "The knower of Brahman attains the supreme.
Concerning that, there is this verse: 'Brahman is Being, Awareness,
limitless'." (TU 2.1). Sankara's commentary upon this portion of the
Taittirfya is one of his great exegetical pieces of writing and it is
worthwhile to see the way in which he interprets the sentence of
definition: "Brahman is Being (satya), Awareness (jiiana), limitless
(ananta)." In this sentence, the word "Brahman" is the only noun while
the three words "satya ", "jiiana" and "ananta" are adjectives which are coreferential with the nbun Brahman. Thus the sentence says that Brahman
is satyam, Brahman is jiiamUIJ and Brahman is anantam. 15 Sankara
firstly defines the word satya. He says that "real" (satya) means freedom
from change. He shares this definition in common with Gauc.Iapli.da. 16
Sankara says something can only be called satya, true or truly real, if it
does not undergo any change:
Something is real when, once it is ascertained to be in a
certain condition, that condition is not found to alter.
Conversely, if a thing is ascertained to be in a certain
condition and that condition alters, that thing is said to be
unreal. Therefore, that which undergoes change [or
modification, vikara] is unreal. 17
So the word satyam, because of its apposition with the word "Brahman",
distinguishes Brahman from all things that change.
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The word jiiana, he says, means "knowledge" or "awareness", and
this reveals that Brahman is not insentient. According to Sankara, the
word jiiana finally means, not the agent of knowing, i.e., an indiv.idual
knowing personality or ego, but Awareness per se. How does he amve at
his conclusion? He says that the word jiiana is:

I

I

a distinguishing characteristic of Brahman along with the
words satya and ananta. The words satya and ananta cannot
be logically applied ·if Brahman is an agent of knowing,
because as the agent of knowing, Brahman would undergo
change, and how then could it be real (satya) and limitless
(ananta)? What is not separate from anything is "limitless"
(ananta). If Brahman is the agent of knowing, it is separate
from both the object of knowledge and the instrument of
. 'tl ess. 18
knowing, and hence· it could not b e 1im1
We can see here that Sankara interprets the word jnana to mean pure (i.e.
mere or simple) Awareness because it is used as a defining characteristic
of Brahman along with the words satya and ananta. The word_ satya
negates change and. ananta negates limitation. ·Since the word jnan_a is
co-referential with the word satya, jiiana must also be satya, i.e., jnana
must be real, and real means changeless, and that would not be the case if
jiiana referred to knowership. And since the word jiiana is also coreferential with the word ananta, Jiiana too must be ananta, i.e., without
boundarv. The word "Brahman" has its own etymological meaning of
"vast". .The two words, satya and jiiana, reveal what Brahman ("the
vast") actually is, while the word ananta functions by way of negating
finitude from the other terms. 19 Thus Brahman is satya which is ananta,
and ;iiana which is ananta. Hence the definition of Brahman, which
give~ primary importance to the term jiiana, is: Brahman is Awareness,
which is identical to Being itself, and which is without any boundary. 20
The above definition of Brahman was reached by indication (lak!j81Jli),
for Brahman is not the literal meaning of a word, even of the words satya
and jiiana. Sankara says the word satya literally refers to things that are
real in our ordinary experience, pots and pans etc., and he says the word
jiiana literally refers to the properties of the mind; i.e, to cognitivestates, which is what we would ordinarily understand by the word
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"awareness" .21 And so Brahman is not the literal denotation (vacyartha)
of either of these words. But he says that the nature of Brahman is
indicated by the words satya and j1iana, even though it is not directly
expressed by those words (tallak$yate na tu ucyate). 22 How is this
indication possible? He says it is because:
the words satya etc., on account of their occurring in
mutual proximity to each other, mutually restrict and are
restricted by one another, and in this way they distinguish
Brahman from the literal meanings of the words satya etc.
and they convey the definition of Brahman. 23
Sankara says the co-referentiality of the words serves to remove the
limitations from the words. Each word retains its own root meaning, but
now in an unlimited sense. The word satya retains its primary meaning
of "being", but on account pf its apposition with the word ananta it gives
up its usual meaning, where it refers to some or other existing thing, so
that it now means "limitless Being". Similarly, jiiana retains its
primary meaning of "knowing", but due to its apposition with the word
ananta it gives up its usual meaning of cognition and comes to mean
"limitless Awareness".
Thus Brahman is indicated, but is not directly expressed (tallak$yate
na tu ucyate), by the words satymil jiianam <wm1tam. The indication is
that of the jahadajahallak,saIJ.a (or bhagatyagalak$aJ.1Ii) type, where part of
the primary meaning is given up and part is retained. The direct
meanings of the words satya and jiia1w, "being" and "awareness", are
retained; but the limited, conventional understanding of those two words,
is abandoned on account of their mutual juxtaposition and their coreferentiality with the word mwnta, so that what they come to indicate is:
unqualified "Being", unqualified "Awareness". While Sarikara has not
used the term jahadajahall<lk$8IJ.8, a term that gained currency in later
Advaita, he ha~ nonetheless used indication, and the type of indication he
employed is jahadajahallak$a~1a. Those who would see the statement
satyarh jnanam anwtam brahma as not revealing the nature of Brahman
through lak$8IJ.li, but as merely performing a negative function of denying
the contraries of the terms, i.e., Bral1man is not unreal, not insentient,
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and not finite, have not studied Sankara's full commentary on this passage
with sufficient care. 24
Concerning the well known Upani~ad statement referred to earlier:
"From which [Brahman] words tum back, not reaching, along with the
mind" (TU 2.4.1; 2.9.1), Sankara says that sruti sentences such as these
mean that the nature of Brfil\man cannot be directly expressed through
language used in its literal sense. 25 But we should understand that this is
not to say that Brahman cannot be directly indicated through words when
they are used in an implied sense, as in the case of satyarh jiianam
anm1tam brahma.
We referred earlier to a quotation from Sankara, where in response to
the objection that Brahman can be literally defined by the words:
"Brahman is Being, Awareness, Infinite" (satyarh jiianam anantarh
brahma) (TIJ 2.1.1), for the reason that Awareness is properly the
characteristic of Brahman and not of anything material, Sarikara replied:
"That is true, but even so, words like "Consciousness" etc. refer to
Brahman just by way of the limiting adjuncts of the mind, body and the
senses. "26 We ought now to understand this statement in the light of his
extensive treatment of the sentence "satyarh jnanam anantarh brahma" in
the Ta.ittirfya Upani~ad, where he says that though these words satya and
jiiana cannot define Brahman by their express sense, for they literally
refer only to our common understanding of what is real, or to our ordinary
understanding of what constitutes consciousness, they do define Brahman
through indication, and that is possible because of the mutual
juxtaposition of the three tenns·which serves to release both terms, satya
and jnana, from their finite meanings.
Another important occasion where Sankara uses lak$8IJ.8 is in his
explanation of the mahavakya, tat tvam asi ("you are That"). Although
Sankara does not refer to the interpretation through l<lk$aIJa in his
commentary on the relevant passages in the C'handogya Upani~ad where
the mahavakya occurs, he does speak of the primary meaning of the word
"you" (tvamfabdavacya), which he says refers to a limited selfunderstanding involving the sense of doership and enjoyership: "I am
qualified to do these rites, I will do them and enjoy their results here and
hereafter." 27 And he says this primary meaning of the word "you" ceases
when one has been awakened by the sentence "you are That", which
reveals the true nature of oneself, because of the contradiction (virodha)
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that is set up between the primary meaning and what is actually revealed
by the sentence.2s Here, the ingredients necessary for indication are in
place, i.e., (a) the inapplicability of the primary meaning in the context
and (b) a relation between the primary meaning and the actual referent of
the word.29 However it is in his explanation of the sentence tat tvam asi
in the eighteenth chapter of the UpadesasahasrI that Sankara specifically
refers to the use of lak$aJJlL
In this chapter of the UpadesasahasrI he explicitly tells that it is by
Jalqal)a that the meaning of the word "you" (tvam) in tat tvam asi can
refer to the inner-Self, even though the word "you" primarily denotes the
ego .. He says:
Words refer to where there is the reflection
[i.e. they ditectly refer to the mind]. They can
indicate (Jak$ayeyul;l) the inner-most Seeing,
but they cannot directly denote it. [l8.29]
What Sankara says here is that the word "you" (tvam) directly refers only
to the ego, which is the reflection of pure Awareness in the mind. Since
this ego-reflection does not exist separately from the Pure Awareness, its
"substratum", there can be a relation between the primary and secondary
meanings of the word "you", whereby the word "you" can pass through
the primary meaning, the notion of the ego; to indicate the final subject,
the unlimited pure Awareness. Later, he poses a rhetorical question to
· show the necessity of accepting his model, in which the ego is a
reflection of pure Awareness, for it is only in this way that a medium
exists through which words are able to indicate the Pure Awareness:
If the word "you" is to finally iµean the

Overseer, how can you explain the relation
between the ego and the Overseer, whereby the
word "you" can indicate It? [18.79]
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arriving at the final meaning of the word "tvam" in tat tvam asi, Sankara's
overall interpretation of this sentence necessitates that the liberating
understanding is brought about through the use of lak$aIJa. We will
discuss his interpretation more fully in the following chapter when we see
bow Sankara and Suresvara explain this mahavakya.
Another reference to the use of lak$aI)8 occurs in the commentary to
the Kena Upani1_>ad. The verse previous to the one where Sankara makes
the·reference says:
By whom it is not known, by him it is
known. By whom it is known, he does not
know it. It is unknown to those who know,
and known to those who do not know. [2.3]
This verse says that Brahman cannot be objectified, and so Brahman
cannot be an object of knowledge in the way that we know any sense
object in the world. Those who would know Brahman in this way, as an
object, a "thing", do not know. They know, if they do not know it as a
"thing". But how then, Sankara asks, does Brahman become known? He
says that the answer is given in the first words of the next verse:
It is known in each and every state of
consciousness (pratibodha). [2.4]
Concerning this, Sankara comment.<>:
Cognitions are referred to here by the word "bodha ". That
to whom all cognitions are objects is the Self who knows,
i.e., reveals, all cognitions; and as it is by nature just the
power of Awareness, it is indicated (lakffate) by the
cognitions themselves, as the common factor in those
cognitions. There is no other door to the knowledge of the
Self. 30

The Jalqa.IJ.a referred to here would once again be jahadajahall alqaI)a,
where one aspect is retained, i.e., the essence of the ego as Pure
Awareness, while one aspect is abandoned, i.e., the finitude of the egoentity itself. Apart from these references to the use of indication in

Thus we can see some notable uses of lak$aI)8 in Sankara's works.
And this is fitting, because when the Upani1_>ad says that "words do not
reach" the Absolute, it would amount to a denial that the Upani1_>ads
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that is set up between the primary meaning and what is actually revealed
by the sentence. 28 Here, the ingredients necessary for indication are in
place, i.e., (~) the inapplicability of the primary meaning in the context
and (b) a relation between the primary meaning and the actual referent of
the word.29 However it is in his explanation of the sentence tat tvam asi
in the eighteenth chapter of the Upadesasahasrf that Salikara specifically
refers to the use of lak$aIJli.
In this chapter of the Upadesasahasri he explicitly tells that it is by
Jaksana that the meaning of the word "you" (tvam) in tat tvam asi can
ref~r ~o the inner-Self, even though the word "you" primarily denotes the
ego .. He says:
Words refer to where there is the reflection
[i.e. they ditectly refer to the mind]. They can
indicate (Jak$ayeyul)) the inner-m9st Seeing,
but they cannot directly denote it. [18.29]
What Salikara says here is that the word "you" (tvam) directly refers only
to the ego, which is the reflection of pure Awareness in the mind. Since
this ego-reflection does not exist separately from the Pure Awareness, its
"substratum", there can be a relation between the primary and secondary
meanings of the word "you", whereby the word "you" can pass through
the primary meaning, the notion of the ego; to indicate the final subject,
tbe unlimited pure Awareness. Later, he poses a rhetorical question to
· show the necessity of accepting his model, in which the ego is a
reflection of pure Awareness, for it is only in this way that a medium
exists through which words are able to indicate the Pure Awareness:
If the word "you" is to finally i:µean the

Overseer, how can you explain the relation
between the ego and the Overseer, whereby the
·
word "you" can indicat,e It? [18.79]
The Jaksana referred to here would once again be jahadajahallak$aIJ8,
where ~n~ aspect is retained, i.e., the essence. of the ego as Pure
Awareness, while one aspect is abandoned, i.e., the finitude of the egoentity itself. Apart from these references to the use of indication in
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arriving at the final meaning of the word "tvam" in tat tvam asi, Saiikara's
overall interpretation of this sentence necessitates that the liberating
understanding is brought about through the use of lak$aIJa. We will
discuss his interpretation more fully in the following chapter when we see
how Saiikara and Suresvara explain this mahavakya.
Another reference to the use of lak$aIJ8 occurs in the commentary to
the Kena Upani~ad. The verse previous to the one where Sankara makes
thereference says:
By whom it is not known, by him it is
known. By whom it is known, he does not
know it. It is unknown to those who know,
and known to those who do not know. [2.3]
This verse says that Brahman cannot be objectified, and so Brahman
cannot be an object of knowledge in the way that we know any sense
object in the world. Those who would know Brahman in this way, as an
object, a "thing", do not know. They know, if they do not know it as a
"thing". But how then, Saiikara a<>ks, does Brahman become known? He
says that the answer is given in the first words of the next verse:
It is known in each and every state of
consciousness (pratibodha). [2.4]

Concerning this, Sankara comment.<;:
Cognitions are referred to here by the word "bodha ". That'
to whom all cognitions are objects is the Self who knows,
i.e., reveals, all cognitions; and as it is by nature just the
power of Awareness, it is indicated (Jalqyate) by the
cognitions themselves, as the common factor in those
cognitions. There is no other door to the knowledge of the
Self. 30
Thus we can see some notable uses of lak$aIJ8 in Saiikara's works.
And this is fitting, because when the Upani~ad says that "words do not
reach" the Absolute, it would amount to a denial that the Upani~ads
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-which are only in the form of words - can succeed as the means of
knowledge (pramfu).a) about the Absolute. The only conclusion, if the
Upani~ads are to be a true pramfu).a, is that they can reveal the nature of
Brahman through words, when words are used in their secondary or
implied sense to indicate Brahman. I believe that all the major
Upani~adic statements, those which reveal in a "positive" fashion, as well
as those which negate, such as "ned neti'', are ultimately to be understood
through lak$81J8. 31 1bere is more than one technique (prakriya) in the
Upani~ads to reveal the acosmic (ni$prapaiica) Brahman: there is the
discussion of Brahman as the cause of the world (karal)a-karya-prakriya);
there is the analysis of the three states of experience, waking, dream and
deep sleep (avasthatraya-prakriya); and there is the analysis of the "five
. sheaths" (paiicakofa-pra{<riya), as we see in the Taittirlya Upani~ad. Yet
there is a single fundamental method in the Upani~ads, and it consists in
negation coupled with the use of lak$81Jii.: to negate the unreal and point
to the real.

(2) Immediate and mediate knowledge of Brahman and the
question of experience
This leads us to another important issue which has to do with the
"knowledge" of Brahman. We will divide .this topic into two. The first
question we will take up is whether Sankara holds that the Upani~adic
words are themselves able to produce the direct and immediate (aparok$a)
knowledge of Brahman, or whether they can give us only an indirect
(parok$a) knowledge of Brahman. The second question has to do with the
character of this liberating knowledge. What is the content of this
knowledge? And what role does a special, spiritual "experience"
(anubhava)play in Sailkara's understanding of liberation?
Many writers state that the lJpani~ads produce only an indirect, or
theoretical, knowledge of Brahman. The indirect knowledge has to be
made direct by meditative practices culminating in a meditative absorption
or enstasis, frequently called nirvikalpa samlldhi, in which experience the
knowledge that was fonnerly received indirectly from the Upani~ads is
transformed into an immediate and self-certifying knowledge. A similar
view to the one described here was already in existence in Sankara's time,
as we can see in the Brahmasiddhi of Mal)<;lanamisra. 32 The question is
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whether Sankara himself holds the view that the .fruti can give only an
indirect knowledge. Some scholars evidently believe so, although some
are a little ambiguous on the subject. For instance, Richard De Smet
writes:
The sentences of the Sruti, if they could be rightly
understood at once, would suffice to awaken us to the truth
they unequivocally express.33
Brahmajiiana is immediate; it is produced as soon as the
exact meaning of the 'great sayings' (mahavakyani) of the
.~rod is thoroughly grasped. 34

However, after highlighting the importance of the role of lak$a1)8., De
Smetremarks that implication can only give an indirect knowledge, for it
can: "only start the process of reflection, meditation, recollection,
concentration, to which the illumination of sak$atkara (direct realisation)
is promised as an end. n35
Some scholars are not only ambiguous, but are curiously misleading.
T.M.P. Mahadevan has said on more than one occasion that the
knowledge that one derives from the sruti is mediate (parOk$a). This is
also the view of M. Hiriyanna. 36 Yet both scholars are aware of an
established tradition in Advaita that maintains that the. sruti can give
immediate (aparok$a) knowledge of Brahman. For example, in his
Introduction to the revised edition of Suresvara's Nai$karmyasid dhi,
Hiriyanna says: "But the latter [i.e. the followers of Sankara] are of
opinion that the true nature of Brahman is knowable directly [bis
emphasis] from the Upani~ads." 37 In a technical context, such as when
they are referring to the views of Suresvara, a direct follower of SaJ.ikara
both Mahadevan and Hiriyanna acknowledge this tradition; but in the~
own popular writings they present only one view: that the words of the
Upani~ds give an indirect knowledge of Brahman.
M~<;lanamisra was of the opinion that the Upani~adic knowledge is
necessarily indirect, and his teaching on the subject was fused into the
S.i:mkara school of Advaita by the great: but somewhat syncretistic
scholar, Vacaspatimisra, through his influential commentary on the
Brahmasutrabh8.$ya of Sailkara, Bhiimatf. But this view of Mal)<;lana and
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Vacaspati does not accord with that of Sankara and his immediate
followers. For Sankara, the statements of the Upani~ads that reveal the
nature of Brahman, and reveal that the individual soul is essentially
Brahman Itself, have the capacity to directly liberate the hearer, provided
the hearer is sufficiently qualified, in a spiritual sense, to be able to sift
the meaning of the words and grasp their true import as they are heard. It
can easily be shown that this is the view of Sankara. Towards the end of
the Brahmasiitra, while discussing the siitra that refers to the utility of
repeated instruction, he makes provision for those who are able to be
enlightened from even a single hearing of the mahavllkya, tat tvam asi.
He says:
Repetition would be useless to one who is able to
experience that the Self is Brahman on being told just once:
"you are That". But repetition is certainly of use to him
who is unable to do so. 38
A little later, he says:
Those whose minds are acute, for whom the meaning of the
words is not obstructed by either ignorance, doubt, or
misunderstanding, are able to experience the meaning of the
statement "tat tvam asi" even when it is uttered once. 39
Although such instantaneous enlightenment would be the exception,
since Sankara says all obstructions must to be removed beforehand, the
possibility nonetheless exists in exceptional cases. But that is enough to
substantiate the point that according to Sankara the immediate and
liberating knowledge can arise from the words of the Upani~ads when
their meaning has been correctly grasped. He unambiguously says this in
the eighteenth chapter of the Upadesasahasrf:
· There is no doubt that the true knowledge
about one's own Self can arise: on account of
[the hearer] being free from obstacles and
because oneself is of the very nature of
Awareness. [18.104)

The Means (sadbana) and the End (sadhya)

303

Further,
'The true knowledge of the inner-Self from the
· sentences "you are Being Itself' etc. ·would be
very clear, like it would be from the sentence
"you are the tenth man". [18.192]
Sankara's teaching in this regard is consistent with his understanding
that the sruti is to be interpreted though indication (lalqaIJa). For
although lalqaIJa is sometimes translated as "indirect indication", it is
indirect only in so far as it is not the literal meaning of the word, but
there need be nothing "indirect" about the meaning received by the hearer.
The content of a statement where lak$aIJa is used is meant to be
immediately apprehended, just as in the case of any meaningful utterance.
Whether the indication is by way of jahallak$81Jll, as in "the village is on
the Ganges"; or ajahallak$81JlL as in "protect the curd from the crows"; or,
as is generally the case in Advaita, by jahadajahalla k$aIJa
(bhagatyagalak$81Jli), such as "this is that Devadatta" or "you are the tenth
man", a sentence whose meaning is revealed by indication is meant to
generate an immediate apprehension in the mind of the hearer.
The possibility that words produce immediate knowledge of the innerSelf rests upon an important philosophical precondition. If the words of
the sruti refer to something remote (parok$a) from the hearer there is no
possibility that those words can generate an immediate knowledge about
that thing. When someone hears the description ofa hereto unknown
place, the hearer can never have the direct experience of the speaker,
because the speaker's words refer to something outside the experience of
the hearer. However if the situation is such that words refer to something
immediate (aparok$8)to the hearer, though that immediacy is unknown to
the hearer, as in the example of the "tenth man", 40 then the condition
exists for words to produce immediate knowledge in the hearer. This
precondition is fulfilled, according to Advaita, in the understanding that
the Self is Awareness that is self-revealing (svayamprald1Sa).
The teaching that the Self is Awareness that is inherently selfrevealing, or self-luminous, can be found, for example, in the
BrhadaraIJyaka Upani~d, where Yajiiavalkya teaches U~asta who seeks to
know about the nature of the Brahman that is: "direct and immediate ·
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(.~ak$ild aparok$ild

brahma), the Self that is within all" (BU 3.4.2; also see

4.3.9). In keeping with these teachings in the Upani~ds, the proposition
that Awareness is self-revealing is an important philosophical position
for Sankara, for it underpins the logic of much of his hermeneutics of the
sruti. For exainple, he writes in the Brahmasutrabhil$ya:
Whatever is perceived, is perceived by the Light that is
Brallman, but Brallman is not perceived by another light, as
Its nature is self-luminous.41.
The Self is ... self-established. For the Self does not become
self-proved by depending upon a means of knowledge
(pramilIJa). The various means of knowledge, such as
perception, are used to make .known to the Self previously
non-established objects of knowledge, for nobody accepts
that things like space and so forth are self-established and
do not stand in need of a means of knowledge. But the
Seif, as the foundation of the operation of the means of
knowledge, is established prior to the operation of those
means of knowledge. 42
In his commentary on the BrhadilraIJyaka, he writes:
· By the word "Self' (Atman) is meant the Light, which is
distinct from the aggregate of the body, the sense organs
and their component parts, which reveals the body and the
sense organs analogous to such external lights as the sun,
but is not itself revealed by anything else. 43
What is meant by self-luminosity is that the Self is pure
Awareness by nature. 44
Instances could be multiplied, and indeed Sankara makes repeated reference
to the self-lillninosity of the Self as pure Awareness throughout his
commentary on the Jyotirbrahmal)a (4.3) in the Brhadaral)yaka Upani~d,
and frequently in the Upadesasaha.m as well. 45 Paul Hacker, who was
rather favourably impressed by this teaching about the selfs self-
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luminous nature, has made some significant remarks about the concept of
the self-luminosity of the self. 46
According to Sankara, since the Self is self-luminous, i.e., it is selfrevealing Awareness, its existence is not established by a means of proof
that would it"elCdepend upon the existence of such a Self. As Hacker has
accurately stated .the matter: " ... that which makes a thing possible, or is
the basis of it, cannot possibly itself be made possible by the thing
which it makes possible. "47 Therefore, while all objects in the world
require to be revealed by an appropriate means of knowledge, the existence
of the Self is self-evident. And this is so, because the Self is Awareness
by nature, and Awareness, while revealing its objects, also reveals itself.
So for Sankara, the Upani~ads are not just a means of knowledge about
the existence of the absolute Self, nor are they mere "road maps" showing
the way towards a distant location, but they can directly point out the true
nature of Awareness, tl1rough negation coupled with indication. Their
words, when the import is correctly grasped, remove the mistaken
understanding concerning the finite nature of Awareness. In the eyes of
Sankara, the Upani~ads are truly a means of direct knowledge.
As mentioned, the understanding of Awareness as Self-luminous
underpins much of Saiikara's hermeneutics of the sruti. For if the true
Self is remote (parok,~a) from experience, then words could not reveal it,
and the use of lak$aI,1li, as a way of directly indicating the Self, would be
of no use. It seems that Sankara's elder contemporary, M~<;lanainisra, did
not interpret the smti through lak$al}il, and there would have been no need
for him to do so since he believed that words could provide only indirect
knowledge. 48 The teaching that the Awareness-Self is self-luminous is
important; both for its own sake, as a philosophical perspective of the
nature of Awareness, as well as for understanding Sankara's teaching
concerning the possibility and the nature of Self-knowledge. It is
important too for clarifying the question of "experience" (anubhava) in
Sankara's Advaita.
The question arises that if the true Self, the absolutely simple pure
Awareness, is self~luminous and therefore already given in experience, in
what sense can we speak of having an "experience" of the Self? The verb
"experience''. is transitive, but how can the pure Awareness be experienced
in an objective fashion? Sankara's understanding of the experience
(anubhava) of ~e Self is in keeping with his fundamental position that
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the Self, as pure Awareness, is self-luminous. He says that the nature of
Brahman and Atman is Experience Itself (an~bhavatmaka,
anubhavatman). 49 Just as Sankara's disciple Hastamalaka, in his poetic
composition Hastli.malakiya, uses the refrain that the Self is: "eternal
Awareness by its very nature" (nityopalabdhisvariipa), so does Sankara use
this same expression to refer to the Self. 50 Such expressions as
anubhavatman and nityopalabdhisvariipa are significant and unambiguous.
Sankara is saying that the Self, as pure Awareness, is not an experience,
.but is Experience, for its very nature is anubhava. It is the Awareness in
the Light of Which all experiences are objectively revealed.
If the fundamental Self is. Experience Itself, in what sense can we
have an experience of this pure Awareness-Self? How can Awareness be
experienced, if it is That by Which ordinary ~xperience is possible? How
can Awareness be experienced at all, if it is the very content of the
experiencer, if it is the final Subject? Sankara is very much aware of the
problem of experience and objectification, as we can see from this
passage of his commentary on Brahmasii.tra 1.1.4:
Brahman does not come within the sphere of acts through
being an object of the action of knowing, for there is the
denial that It is an object of the action of knowing in the
passage: "It is other than the known and above [different
from] the unknown" (KeU 1.4), as well as in: "Through
what can one know That, through Which, one knows all
this?" (BU 2.4.14) .. So too there is also the denial of
Brahman being an object of a meditative action, for having
first presented Brahman as not an object, in the passage:
"That which is not uttered by speech, That by Which
speech is uttered" (KeU 1.5), it is said: "Know That to be
Brahman; it is not what people meditate upon as 'this~."
(KeU 1.5).
.
If it is objected that since Brahman is not an object it
cannot possibly be revealed through the scripture, we say
that is not so. For tlie. scripture aims at the removal of
differences that are superimposed by Ignorance. It is not
that the scripture seeks to present Brahinan as an object, as
a "this". How does the scripture present It? The scripture,
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in presenting Brahman as the inner~Self, as not an object, ,
removes the difference of the known, the knower, the act of
knowledge etc. which are superimposed through
Ignorance.51

I

Clearly, if there is to be an "experience" of Brahman, it must be different
to the way in which we experience any sense object, and it must be
different too from the way that we experience mental objects, i.e.,
thoughts etc. But Saiikara does not speak of a "mystical" realisation of·
Brahman in some unusual state of consciousness, analogous to the Yogic
nirvikalpa samadhi. In his genuine works he nowhere says that Brahman
realisation depends upon the cultivation of the meditative "state" called
nirvikalpa samadhi. 52 And indeed on one occasion he specifically denies
that yogic concentration (cittavrttinirodha) is a means to liberation.53
Surely, if it was his belief that liberation results from yogic concentration
culminating in nirvikalpa samadhi; as many Vedantins do believe, he
would have devoted some space in his .works to expounding such a view?
But if Sankara does not speak of nirvikalpa samadhi type experience,
does he speak qf experience at all? And if so, in what way? Concerning
the question of "experience" in Advaita, Arvind Sharma has sought to
provide a wider scope for spiritual experience in contrast to Anantanand
Rambachan who sees the 5ruti as generating the knowledge of Brahman
without there being any need for some special experience apart from the
liberating meaning that arises from the .words of 5ruti, when rightly
understood. 54 I do not wish to deny the possibility of extra-ordinary
states of mind loosely called "mystical" experiences, such as we can see,
for example, in the lives of Ramalq~ and Ramal}a Mah~i. We should
note, however, that the type of experiences that Ramakrsna and Ramana
underwent do ~ot seem to have that much in common: . Afso, I wish ~o
suggest that the repeated characterisation of Ram~IJa's experiences as
"nirvikalpa samadhi" seems to be more of a convenient label to refer to
his particular states of noetic absorption than it is a factual description of
asamprajiiata samadhi, better known as nirvikalpa samadhi, as presented
in the Yoga and .the Tantra-Yoga traditions where these terms are most
prevalent. I do not seek to call into question the validity of an insight
that can be gained though deep meditative absorption, or states where
there is absorption hi some kind of intuitive awareness, such as we can
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see in the case of Ramakf~r.ia; but there is a danger that in accepting the
description of the experiences of Ramakr~r.ia and others, as they are
portrayed and coloured by their pious biographers, as constituting yogic
nirvikalpa samadhi, which is then presented as the paradigm of how
spiritual experience ought to be, an imagination is <.,'reated that spiritual
experience must be of such and such a type, and that very imagination
itself becomes a significant impediment to understanding the type of
simple intuition, or discriminative insight, about which Sankara speaks.
From what we have seen in the preceding paragraphs concerning
Sankara's understanding of the self-luminosity and immediacy
(aparok$atva) of pure Awareness, and his understanding of the Self as
Experience Itself (anubhavatman), there is no doubt that when Sankara
speaks of the knowledge of the Self he refers to an intuitive knowledge, or
direct insight, about the already existing fact of the Self as pure
Awareness. He does not put forward the view that the experience of pure
Awareness must be produced; a view we find, for example, in the Tantric
tradition, with its model of the chakras and the ascent of the kuIJ.<)aliIJl.
Rambachan has correctly highlighted the centrality of the sruti in
Sankara's thought and his analysis is fundamentally accurate, though he is
perhaps too wary of the word "experience", for Sankara does use that
word. Let us now see, as .far as possible, how Sankara uses the word
"experience" (anubhava), and what is the nature of that experience.
In the course of his commentary upon Brahmasiitra 1.1.2, in a
passage that is frequently cited, Sankara writes:
The sruti etc. [i.e. as supported by inference] are not the
only means of knowledge ·in the inquiry into Brahman as
they are in the inquiry into religious duty (dharma). But
the .fruti etc., as well as experience (anubhava) etc. are, in
accordance with their possibilities, the means of knowledge
a~out Brahman, and that is because the knowledge of
Brahman culminates in experience and refers to an already
existing entity. 55
Although there are a number of elements in this passage that remain
somewhat vague, there can be no question that Sankara explicitly says
that the knowledge of Brahman "culminates", literally "ends", in
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experience (anubhava). Elsewhere, in speaking oft.tie scope of reason, he
legitimises the use of reasoning that is in keeping with the tenor of the
.fruti, and he says that such reasoning can be accepted, as it is "a help to
anubhava" (anubhavli.Iigatvena). 56 Again, in 3.3.32, he speaks about the
connection between knciwlcdgc and experience:
Since knowledge [of the Supreme Self] produces an
immediately felt result, it is not logically possible for there
to be a doubt concerning the lack of a result. In the case of
the results of action, like heaven etc., which arc not met
with in experience, there can be a doubt as to whether that
result will occur or not, but the result of knowledge is
present to experience, for there is the statement of the sruti:
"The Brahman that is direct and immediate" (BU 3.4.1), and
there is the statement "you are That" (CU 6.8.7) which
teaches [that Brahman] is something already accomplished.
This sentence "you are That" cannot be interpreted to mean
you will become That, after you are dead. And the sruti:
"Seeing this [Seltl to be That [Brahman], the sage
Vamadeva <k:new: 'I was Manu, and the Sun' " (BU 1.4.10)
shows that the result of knowledge, i.e., the Self being
everything, takes place at the very time of right
understanding. 57
There are a number of statements in the Brahmasiitrabha$ya which speak
of the result of knowledge as "present to experience" (anubliavam(iha), and
as something that is "directly felt" (pratyak$ll([ta). 58
What sort of experience is Sankara referring to? To answer this
question we need to keep in mind some important points mentioned
above. Firstly, Saiikara is committed to the understanding that the Self is
self-luminous, for it is by nature pure Awareness (svayamjyoti$fva1i1
nama caitanyatmasvabhavata).5 9 Secondly, in accord with this view of the
self-luminosity of the Self as Awareness, Saiikara has characterised the
Self as: "Experience Itself' (anubhavatman). We should therefore expect
that the experience about which Sankara speaks is the "intuition",
"insight", or even "recognition" of oneself as pure Awareness. It cannot
be. a new experience, of producing something that did not previously
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exist, nor can it be an experience involving the objectification of
Awareness. It is, rather, the "experience" of oneself as Awareness,
without limitation. ~•or that is what one is, and so finds oneself to be,
when there is the apprehension of one's own fundamental Awarenessnature, together with the apprehension of the "seeming", or the apparent
nature (mithyatva), of all limiting adjuncts (upadhis): those that pertain
to the individual body-mind (tvam), as well as to the Lordship of
Brahman (tat).
This is borne out from what he says. In the Brahmasiitrabhli.$ya
4.1.2 we have the following significant passage:
[referring to the meaning of "t:at tvam asi", Saiikara says]
The sentence "yo:u are That" (tat tvam asi) tells that what is
meant by the word "you" is by nature identical to what is
meant by the word "That" .... The meaning of the word
"That", which goes by the name of "Brahman", which is
free from all the attributes of phenomenal existence and
which is of the nature of Experience Itself, is well known
to those who are proficient in the Upani~ads. So too, the
meaning of the word "you" is the inner-Self, the hearer,
who is considered to be the inner-Self as [being identical to]
the body and so forth until it is finally determined to be
Awareness. In the case of those people to whom the
meaning of these two words remain obstructed by
ignorance, doubt, or misconception, the sentence "tat tvam
asi" cannot produce the correct cognition of its meaning,
for the knowledge of the sentence has to be preceded by the
knowledge of the individual words. And so, for such
people, the repetition of the scripture and reasoning is
necessary, as its purpose is to discern what the words truly
mean .....
[objection] What you have said makes sense if anyone
could have the understanding of which you speak, but the
understanding of oneself as sorrowful etc. is very strong.
Hence no one understands oneself to be without sorrow etc.
Lreply] That is not so, because it is logically possible that
the presumption of being sorrowful and so forth is a false
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presumption, just like the presumption that one is the
body etc. For it is directly evident that when the body is
being cut or burnt the false presumption is seen: "I am
being cut" and "I am being burnt". So too, when sons or
friends etc., who are more external [to oneself than the
body], are suffering, the superimposition is seen that: "I
myself am suffering". The presumption of being sorrowful
etc. is also like that, for sorrow etc. are perceived as
something "outward:' with respect to Awareness, just like
the body etc. And furthermore, sorrow etc. do not persist
during deep sleep etc., whereas scripture declares that
Awareness persists even during deep sleep, as in the
statement: "That It does not see in that state is because,
though seeing then, It does not see" (BU 4.3.23) etc.
Therefore, this is the experience of the Self: "I am solely of
the nature of Awareness that is entirely free from all
sorrow. "6o
Here, two things are to be noted. Firstly, while Saiikara generally uses
the word "experiel\ce" (anubhava) in this passage (of which only part has
been quoted) according to the common understanding of what we normally
mean by "experience", he also uses the word "pratipatti" ("understanding")
as an alternative to the word anubhava. Since these two words are used
almost interchangeably in his comments on this siitra, we must restrict
the somewhat va~ue meaning of anubhava in keeping with the more
specific meaning of pratipatti, and we must also interpret the word
pratipatti so that it accords with the sense of "immediacy" implicit in the
word anubhava. Therefore the anubhava that is spoken about here must
be a "direct knowledge", a "direct awareness", a "direct or immediate
understanding". Secondly, in the final sentence of the quotation Saiikara
plainly tells us what he means by the "experience of the Self"
(atmanubhava). It is the experience, i.e., the direct awareness, or
immediate understanding, that: "I am solely of the nature of Awareness
that is entirely free from all sorrow" .61 In his independent work,
Upadesasli.hasrf, we can see how Sankara frequently extols upon his own,
inherent nature, as Awareness.
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(3) Liberation, Jlvanmukti and Pr!rabdhakarma
We have seen that the insight, intuition, or the immediate
understanding called "Self-knowledge" can arise directly from the Upani~d
statements, provided the hearer is able to grasp the true import of those
statements. Though Sankara makes allowance for rare, already perfected
beings, such as the f$i Vamadeva, who could gain Self-knowledge even
while in the womb and without needing to undergo instruction, his works
show a persistent emphasis on the importance of receiving. traditional
instruction, as we can see from his frequent compounding of the two
words "scripture" (sastra) and "teacher" (acarya). 62 If the student is not of
the highest calibre, and there are obstacles to the rise of knowledge from
hearing the principal sruti teachings, a situation which presumably would
be the more usual, then the teacher is advised to engage the student in
repeated hearing (sravaJ}a) of the texts, to continue in the discernment of
their import (manana), and to repeatedly contemplate upon the truth they
reveal (nididhyasana) until lbere is immediate knowledge:
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Since the Self is inherently Brahman, the means to liberation have a
negative function in so far as they remove the obstacles (pratibandha) to
the knowledge of the Self that is then discovered to have never really been
bound. 65 Sankara refers on a number of occasions to liberation as the
destruction of obstacles. 66 These "obsta~les" consist of "ignorance,
doubt, or misconception" about what is revealed; though even the
untimely intervention of past karma can create an obstacle. Sankara says:
Knowledge arises in this very life provided the means
(sadhana) for knowledge, once.they have been commenced,
are not obstructed by some other result of past deeds that
just then arises. When such an obstruction happens, then
[knowledge arises] in a later life .... And when the sruti says
that Vamadeva realised the state of being Brahman even
.while in his mother's womb (BU 1.4.10), it just shows
that knowledge arises in a later birth through the means
stored up from a previous birth. 67

Hearing (sravaJJa) etc., when repeated, culminate in
immediate knowledge (darsana) and thus have a tangible
purpose, just as threshing and so on which culminate in
producing the grain of rice etc. Furthermore, the words
"upasana" and "nididhyasana" refer implicitly to an action
that involves the quality of repetition. 63

BrhadaraJJyaka Upani~ad where the words sravaJJa etc. occur ["The Self,
my dear, is to be made immediately evident, it must be heard (srot.avya),
reflected about (mantavya) and contemplated upon (nididhyasit.avya)"],

It is well-known that Advaita upholds that liberation is compatible
with continuing to remain with the body; in other words, to be "liberated
while still living" (jivanmukti). However before discussing further
Sankara's idea of the ,"liberated person" (jivanmukta), it may be
worthwhile to present some instances from Sankara's works where he
articulates his understanding of the jlvanmukta. The first passage speaks
of the knower of Brahman as having two ways of self-understanding: as
seeing everything as the Self, from the standpoint of seeing that
everything is an uplidhi to Awareness, and also from the standpoint of
Awareness itself. He says:

Sankara says that immediate knowledge arises from all three means in
combination, but "not by hearing alone" (na ... sravaJJamatreJJa). Since
Sankara has explicitly stated in his commentary on Brahmasfitra 4.1.2
that immediate knowledge can arise from hearing itself in the case of
those rare seekers who have no obstructions, we should understand that he
is referring in his BrhadaraJJyaka commentary to what is perhaps the more
usual situation, where the seeker should combine and repeat all of the
three, SravaJJa, manana and nididhyasana, as long as necessary. 64

The person who knows, i.e., 'this person who is a knower
of Brahman, has these characteristics: [in seeing himself as]
having everything as his limiting adjunct (upadhi), i.e.,
that everything is the Self, he becomes all. But [in seeing
himself as] without any adjunct, he is without name,
without interior or exterior, whole, solely of the nature of
Awareness, unborn, without old age, deathless, free from

In his commentary upon the well-known passage in the
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· d a s "not th1·s, not this",
fear, motion1ess, c h arac tense
neither gross, nor subtle. 68
We call him a knower of Brahman who always knows that
the Self is beyond the phenom enal condition of hunger etc.
and has no connection to sin. 69
The person who knows that the Self is the
invariable Seeing and is intrinsic ally without
agentship, and who has also given up the idea
that he is a knower of Brahman, such a person
is a knower of the Self and no one else. [US
12.13]
A pe~son would be a knower of the Self when
the self-referring cognitions of "I" and "mine"
no longer have any meaning. [US 14.29]
A man is liberated if, complet ely removin g
the ideas of "I" and "mine", he has a firm
underst anding of the "state" which is
compara ble to space, which is free from the
body, ,and which has been deelared [by us]
according to the well-studied scripture and by
reasoning. [US 15.54]
The person whose knowled ge about the Self a knowledge which negates the cognition that
the body is the Self - [is firm], like [the
previous] cognitio n that the body is the Self,
he is liberated even without wishing it. [US
4.5]
Knowle dge about the truth of the Self is only the cessation
of identify ing the Self with what is extraneo us [i.e. ilie
bodv-mi nd complex). An identification docs not need to be
dir~ctly establish ed with regard to the Self, because the
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identific ation is already present. This identific ation with
the Self is constant for everyon e but it seems to be related
to somethi ng else. Therefore, apart from the cessatio n of
the false appearance of being related to somethi ng else, no
identific ation with the Self need be accomplished. When
the identific ation with other things is gorie, the natural
identific ation with one's own Self becomes unobstru cted
and it is thereby said that "the Self is known" .7°
In connecti on with the subject matter of injunctions, some
thing, such as agnihotra etc., still remains to be perform ed
at a time other than when there is the knowled ge of the
meaning of the statemen t [des<-'ri.bing it] .... But that is not
the case here, in the matter of the higher knowiedge, where
the thing in question comes to completion at the same time
as there is theknow ledge of the meaning of the statement,
because there is nothing [more that needs to be done) apart
from remainin g merely in the knowled ge of the meaning
that is revealed by the words themselves.71

If this 1ast passage, from the commen tary on the Mw;i{laka Upani~d, is
read in isolation, one could perhaps believe that the knowledge referred to
is merely verbal and conceptual, but such a conclusi on is ruled out by
statements in the bh~ya on the preceding passage (1.1.5).72 And we can
clearly see that the knowled ge that is spoken of is not merely verbal when
we read this quotation in relation to the others cited above. The first six
quotatio ns .show liberatio n as an existent ial insight about the deepest !
aspect of one's Being, as pure Awarene ss. The seventh quotatio n tells
that liberation is not an "attainment" of something new, but the discovery
of what already exists, upon the negation of superimpQsition. The eighth
quotatio n says that there is nothing to be done: "apart from remainin g
merely in the knowled ge of the meaning that is revealed by the words l
themselves." This quotatio n again centres the liberating insight in the 1
. context of the sacred word, but what is spoken of here. is not merely
remaining in the.knowledge of the words, but remaining in the existential
knowledge of the meaning of the words.

316

1hc Method ofEarly Advaita V cdanta

As the Self is without change, it can only be metaphorically said to
be bound or liberated. If the question is asked as to who, then, is bound
or freed, the answer must be that the ideas of bondage and liberation
pertain to the psychological self, the ego or 'T'-notion, which is
Awareness as reflected in the mind. The Self can be said to undergo
bondage and suffering by way of the ignorance belonging to the
superimposed "I" -notion, and the Self can be said to be liberated by way
of the knowledge that takes place for the superimposed "I" -notion.
Certain qualifications are required as the prerequisi te for this
knowledge. Saiikara specifies a fourfold qualification that entails having
the capacity to discern between what is lasting and what is merely
ephemeral; developing dispassion towards ephemeral goals; cultivating a
life centred around sense-control, tranquillity of mind and the renunciation
'of worldly pursuits; a~d having the desire for spiritual liberation.
Formally, they are presented as: (1) the capacity to discriminate between
what is lasting and what is impermanent; (2) dispassion toward the
enjoyment of the fruits of one's actions (kannapha la) in this world, or in
another world; (3) the cultivation of tranquillity of mind, sense-control,
renunciation, forbearance, trust, and concentration of the mind; (4) the
desire to be free. 73 He states that Brahman can be inquired into and known
when these qualifications are present74 and he is insistent that an aspirant
for this knowledge should possess a high degree of dispassion toward the
attractions of the world. 75
While Sankara's theoretical audience consists of the three higher
classes, Brabmai:ias, K~atriyas and Vaisyas, all of whom are entitled to
study the Veda, be particularly has in mind throughout his works the
community of BrabmaI,1as, whose life is especially defined by the duties
of the four stages of life (asrama, i.e., student, householder, forest-dweller
and renunciate). In the course of discussion the question arises whether
members of these classes, who for some reason are outside any of the four
recognised stages of life, can still be qualified for the knowledge of
Brahman. Sankara says they can, because there is the instance of a person
like Raikva (CU 4.lf.) who had the knowledge of Brahman but who was
not known to be associated with any asrama; and we also bear, be says, of
the woman GargI (BU 3.6.1; 3.8.lf.) who was a knower of Brabman.76
Sankara goes on to enunciate the general principle that the mere absence
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of any prohibition to the contrary is sufficient to qualify a seeker to
undertake hearing the texts etc. in pursuit of knowlcdge.77
In the case of Sudras, however, the situation is different. Sarikara
argues that there is a specific prohibition against their studying the Veda,
because they are excluded from investiture with the sacred thread
(upanayana) which is the prerequisite for entry into Vedic study.n He
docs acknowledge that some Sudnis have indeed acquired the knowledge of
Brahman due to their past mental impressions, but he says that though
Sudras can listen to the Itibasa and the Purfu)a literature, they arc not
entitled to acquire knowledge directly through the Veda.79 In a similar
way to Sankara, Ramanuja too interprets the statements of the
Brahmasiitras as prohibiting Siiclras from Vedic study.so These acaryas
reflect the circumstances of their own times, and they ought not be
condemned as discriminatory from the vantage point of our times when
the principle of political equality, stemming from the European
Enlightenment, is now widely accepted as a moral right; though we can
see that it still remains restricted in many ways in the West, such as in
the current prohibition against women priests by some of the major
Christian Churches.
We should bear in mind that equality, whether in Sankara's time, or
now, is subject to restriction, though in each age we define the
restrictions differently, based upon our current moral presuppositions.
Nevertheless, if Sankara had wished to argue the opposite, radical view,
that Sudras ought to be entitled to Vedic study, it would not have been
impossible for someone of bis ability to mount a substantial argument in favour of that position, for in the extensive literature of the smti and
smrti there is always some passage that could be marshalled to support
one's argument. For example, when Sankara argues that sannylisa could
be adopted from any stage of life, he does so largely on the basis of a
single Vedic text, from the Jabala Upani~ad, and in the course of the
discussion be cites and restricts the scope of other Vedic texts that could
be used to support the opposite view from the one he favours. So
although in those times Sudras were to be at least theoretically debarred
from studying the Veda, they could acquire liberation from the various
sl11[ti texts, which are based ultimately upon tlie Vedic revelation.
The liberated person (jivanmuk ta) continues to live in the world,
having a physical body that suffers the same fate, old age, sickness and
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death, as the bodies of other people. 81 However the liberated person
knows the true unembodied nature of the Self, and as a result of that
knowledge there is no longer the ego-driven identification with.the-bodymind, so that Saiikara can speak of the liberated person, ii! a paradoxical
-way, as "bodiless". 82 Among the various passages that Sal)kara ~s-as
referring to the state of liberation while living (jlvanmukti), one of the
most important is the passage in the Brhacmral)yaka,., which says:
Just as the lifeless slough of a snake is cast off and lies on
an ant hill, so does this body lie. Then the libei'ated person
is bodiless, immortal, -the supreme Self, Brahman, the
Light [BU 4.4.7]
Saiikara says that just as a living snake discarc:ts- its old skin as something
_ no longer itself, the liberated person discards the false presumption of
being the body. Previously he was embodied, and therefore mortal; but
now he has ceased to identify with the body, he is the Self of all, his
essence is bodiless, and thereby he is immortal.83
What is the reason the jivanmukta is said to ~ free from subsequent
karma and rebirth? And regarding the state of jlvanmukti itself, why does
the body remain alive; why does release from the body not occur
simultaneously with the rise of knowledge? Also, is it PQSSible that the
liberated person might revert to the previous conditiun of error? Saiikara
answers the first two questions in terms of the different operations of
karma. HiS explanation is that if the effects of the various good and bad
.deeds done in a previous life, or in the present life before the rise of
knowledge, have not yet begun to operate, then they are all destroyed by .
, the knowledge of the true nature of the Self. So too, any actions done by
the liberated person after the rise of knowledge (Rgamikarma) do not create
new karma to be later experienced. The reason why all this is so, Saiikara
says, is that the experience of the effects of past actions, as well as the
creation of new 'actions, requires agency, someone who believes "I do".
But agency (kart{tVa) is a notion belonging to the ego, and it has been
sublated by the cognition that the Self is truly actionless:The knower of Brahman understands: "I am Brahman,
whose nature is without doership or enjoyership in all the
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three periods of time [past, present and future], the very
opposite of the doership and enjoyership previously held to
be true. Even prior to this I was neither an agent nor an
enjoyer, I am not so now, nor will I be so at a future
time." It is only in this way that liberation is logically
possible. 84
What about the results of those past deeds that have already begun to
operate (prarabdha karma) by- produc;ing the current birth in which
enlightenment takes place? To account for the situation that knowledge
cannot negate the type of karma that has begun to produce its results, for
we see that the liberated person remains alive and encounters a variety of
pleasant and painful experiences, Saiikara often employs the analogy of
the arrow which must continue on its cours·e when it has left the bow, or
the analogy of the potter's wheel which continues to spin for some tiine
under its own momentum once it has been set in motion. 85 In the
following passage .Saiikara raises the question about the continuance of
the prm-abdha kanna:
[objection] The understanding that the Self is not an agent
destroys, by its intrin_sic power, the results of actions; but
how can this knowledge destroy some kinds of karma while
it leaves others intact? When seeds equally come into
contact with fire we cannot accept that some haye their
power of germination destroyed while others do not.
[reply] The origination of knowledge is not logically
possible without relying on the aggregate of k8rma that has
begun to produce its results. When that is depended upon,
since there is no obstruction to its momentum in the
intervening period, we must wait for the momentum to
come to its own end, as in the case of the potter's wheel.
Further, the knowledge that the Self is not an· agent
exterminates the results of actions by sublating wrong
knowledge (mithyll.jnllna). But.even when that wrong.
knowledge is sublated, it persists for some time owmg to
the mental impressions that it left behind, like the
knowledge of a double moon. Moreover, it is not a matter
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(4) Sannyasa and Videhamukti

for dispute .here as to whether or not the knower of
Brahman retains the body for some time, for when one
person knows in his own heart that he has the knowledge
of Brahman, as well as retains a body, how can someone
else deny it?86
Sankara's explanation is that complete knowledge (samyagjiil1na) "bums
up" the seeds of the karma that has not yet begun to produce its result.
Since this karma has wrong knowledge (mithyajni1na) as ·its support, it is
no longer able to "sprout" once that support has been removed. But
knowledge cannot "buff\ up" what already exists, an.d the experience of
duality, like the experience of two moons (which may remain for a while
due to habituation, even after the ocular problem is rectified), continues
until the prarabdha karma that produced this birth has been experienced. 87
The liberated person does not generate any new karma, because of the
absence of agentship, but ,merely experiences with equanimity the
remaining prarabdha karma. Such a person, being free in this life, does
not, after the death of the body, take up a new body. In the words of the
Upani~ad: "being free, he is freed" (vimuktaS ea vimucyate KaU 2.2.1) ..
In regard to the third question raised above, about the possibility that
a liberated person might revert to the previous condition of error, which
may then lead to wrong actions, Sankara says that the liberated person
will not behave contrary to the knowledge of the truth, because it is the
false presumption of identity with the body that leads a person into
various activities, but this identity is absent for the liberated person. 88
While Sankara does not accept that a liberated person can have false
notions (viparitapratyaya) which are based upon ignorance of his nature
and superimposition etc., he does accept the possibility that memories which may well resemble false notions - can arise from the mental
impressions of false notions which were antecedent to knowledge of the
truth. These meJ,Ilories can suddenly engender the type of error that
belongs to false notions themselves, as even a person who knows the
directions of the compass can suddenly have a momentary confusion
about the direction. 89 Thus Sankara does not accept that false notions can
be present subsequent to the rise of knowledge, but he does allow that
memories from past experiences prior to knowledge could still cause a
sudden, momenlaJ.'y,.confusion.90
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What style of life would the liberated person follow? In Sankara's
opinion, if he is a householder he would renounce the domestic life to
become a wandering ascetic. Renunciation (sannyasa) is not something
the liberated person has to undertake, like a person has to carry out the
· performance of an obligatory ritual, but rather Sankara thinks that
renunciation would automatically follow from the mere absence of
involvement with action, such as the performance of the Vedic rites.9 1
The reason the knower of Brahman takes to the way of life of a renouncer ·
is because he has no desire for anything in this world, or in the world of
the ancestors (pit[loka), or in the world of the gods (devaloka). The
means to attain the three worlds, i.e., this world, the world of the departed
ancestors and the world of the gods, are progeny and wealth. A man can
achieve security in this world through producing male offspring, and by
means of wealth he is able to perform the rites to obtain the world of the
ancestors. He can even obtain the world of the gods if he combines the
performance of the rites with certain types of meditation. The knower of
Brahman has no desire for anything in the three worlds, and so sees no
purpose in acquiring the means, i.e., progeny and wealth, to achieve those
worlds. The key Upani~d passage that conveys such an idea is:
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,The ancient sages, it is said, did not desire children [as they
thought]: "what will we do with progeny, when for us this
Self is this world [the desired result]". [BU 4.4.22]
According to Salikara, this passage from the Brhadaral)yaka Upani~ad (as
well as the passage at 3.5.1) reveals that when a person knows the true
nature of the Self and is without desire as a -consequence of seeing nothing
separate from the Self, the person has nothing to achieve through the
performance ofrites and should, therefore, relinquish the life of the world
and become a wandering ascetic.92
Saiikara says that the Upani~ad itself provides an illustratio)l of
renunciation afte,,- knowing the Self, for the sage Yajiiavalkya renounced
the world: "through the strength of his Self-knowledge." 93 Sankara,
moreover, co)lsiders that the example of Yajiiavalkya indicates that the
sroti wishes to enjoin renunciation as a part of the knowledge of
· Brahman.94 This contradicts what we said at the beginning of this section
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("Renunciation is not something the liberated person has to
undertake ... "), but at this place in his commentary Saii.kara is emphatic.
He interprets the present tense indicative verb in the passage: "desiring
only this world [the Self], the mendicants go forth (pravrajanti) from their
homes" [BU 4.4.22] as having an injunctive meaning: "they ought to go
forth" (prnvrajeyul;l) and he says that the above sentence does constitute an
injunction upon the knower of Brahman to renounce.95
According to Saiikara, sannylisa serves to "mature Self-knowledge .
· which is the means of liberation." 96 In his commentary upon the
following passage of the Brhadiinu}.yaka Upani~ad: "the intelligent seeker
of Brahman, having known the Self, shol)ld bring about the fullness of
understanding" [BU 4.4.21], Sa1ikara says that this "fullness of
understanding" relates to what the student has been taught by the teacher
and the scripture and the means to that fullness of understanding are
renunciation, tranquillity, self-control, withdrawal of the senses, fortitude
and concentration of the mind.97 Thus Sallkara considers sannylisa to be a
part of Self-knowledge, in that it provides the opportunity to be solely
grounded in the Self, due to the cessation with the preoccupation of other
things. 98
Sankara also advises a person to adopt the life of sannyilsa if that
person is dispassionate toward the things of the world and is a seeker after
Self-knowledge. He again refers to the passage: "desiring only this world
[the Self], the mendicants go forth from their homes" [BU 4.4.22] which
he evidently understands as a general injunction about renunciation,
whether one already knows Brahman, or is seeking to know Brahman
(vividi$u). 99 Judging from his commentary on the Bf]ladaral)yaka, there
was evidently an ongoing debate in his time about whether a person, (a)
ought to remain a householder for life; or (b) should proceed successively
through all the stages of life: student, householder, forest-dweller and
renouncer; or (c) could renounce the world without passing through the
stages .of householder and forest-dweller. Sankara upholds the last
view. 100 Against the first position, he cites texts that recognise the
existence of stages of life other than that of a householder.. Against the
second, he says that a person need not undergo each of the four stages of
life in succession, because it is possible to become a renouncer from the
student life itself:
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The statement: "one can renounce from the student life
itself' [Jabiila 4] 101 etc. is reasonable, when the seeker after
liberation is dispassionate toward the things of the world,
even if he is without knowledge.102

fn the Upaddasahasri Sankara advises that a student should have,
among otl1er important qualifications and virtues, the qualification of
already having renounced (sannyasin). 103 However in the same text he
also mentions a celibate student (brahmaclirin) seeking instruction from a
teacher. 104 'These were presumably his ideal situations, though he must
have acknowledged some flexibility in the matter since the Upani~ads
refer to householders approaching sages in order to know Brahman, such
as the wealthy Saunaka in the Mui){laka Upani~ad. We have seen that
according to Sallkara only the first three classes in society, the Brlihmai;ia,
~atriya and Vaisya, arc eligible to study the Veda. 105 But even among
the three classes, Sankara considers that the Brahmai).a alone has the right
to renounce. That is so, says Sankara, because only the word "Brahmruµi"
is mentioned in the text: "knowing this very Self, the Brahmai;ias
renounce the desire for sons, wealth and worlds, and lead a mendicant's
life" [BU 3.5.l]. 106 We shall see in the following chapter that bis view
on this matter did not go unchallenged.
Sankara further specifies that the renouncer, whether he is seeking the
knowledge of Brahman, or whether be already knows the truth, should
become a wandering ascetic known as a paramaharhsa
(paramaharhsapilrivrlljya). 101 In the Mahabharata, as well as in some of
the later Upani~ads known as Sannyasa Upani~ads, renouncers are
classified into four groups: ku{icaka, bahiidaka, harhsa and paramaharhsa,
with each latter group considered to be superior in status to the preceding
group. 108 According to a passage in the Jabala Upani~d, a text to which
Saiikara frequently refers on the subject of renunciation, 109 ·the renouncer:
wears a discoloured [ochre?] cloth, bas a shaven head, has
no possessions, is pure, without enmity, resorts to
begging, and becomes fit to become Brahman.110
The lilbilla Upani~d mentions other characteristics of the paramaharhsa
mendicants: th~y have no emblems, they have discarded the triple bamboo
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staff, the water pot, the sling [which is used to carry personal
possessions, or the water pot] the alms bowl, the cloth for purifying
water [which is tied to the staff], the tuft of hair, and the sacred thread. 11 1
Sankara too says that the paramaharilsa does not possess: "the sacred
thread, the triple staff, water pot etc." 112 and he cites the passage from the
Jabala U pani~ad, " ... has a shaven head, has no possessions .... " From
the above we can see that the paraIIJaharilsa mendicant does not bear the
emblems of ascetics who belong to the stage of life of sannyasa (asrama
sa11nyasa), such as the kutf_caka and the bahiidaka. 113 Sankara says there
arc other types of renunci.alion where emblems such as the sacred thread
etc. are enjoined. 114 1be paramaharilsa is evidently "beyond the stages of
life" (atyasrmninY 15 and has no emblems denoting a stage of life. Does
that mean that the paramaharilsa is without any outwardly distinguishing
marks whatsoever? Saiikara cites a passage from the Mahabharata. which
says that the "knower of the truth wears no signs" 116 ; but along with that
passage he also cites the. above mentioned jabala text: "wears a
discoloured (ochre) cloth, has a shaven head, has no possessions" etc.
From this we can deduce that while the paramaharilSa renouncer docs not
have the sacred thread, the top-knot, the triple staff etc., he does have a
shaven head and the ochre cloth, if he wears clothes at all. 11 7
Patrick Olivclle has remarked: "It is unclear whether Sarpkara
advocated total antinomianism in the case of such [enlightened]
rcnouncers". Olivelle goes on to indicate that he believes this to be the
case when he says the enlightened renouncer: " ... can wear what he
plea<>es. He can act as he pleases. He can violate the norms of moral
conduct and the rules of rntional bt?haviour." 118 Though such behaviour is
theoretically possible for the liberated person, m; such a person knows the
Self to be intrinsically unattached (asaliga) and thereby unaffected or
"untouched" by anything, Sankara denies that the liberated person would
behave in an antinomian manner. He says:
Just because the person who has complete understanding is
not an object of [scriptural] injunction, it does not follow
that he can do a<; he likes. For in all cases it is only one's
false presumption [of being the body] that impels one to
act, and for the person who has complete understanding that
false presumption is absent.119
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Sankara's disciple, Surc§vara, has strongly argued against the opinion that
the enlightened person would break the conventions of moral conduct. 120
Olivellc subsequently modified his view, and in a more recent work, The
A.frama System, he says:
Even though SaJ11kara undoubtedly considered at lea<;t some
form of renunciation to be beyond the modes of life
comprehended by the asramas, he nowhere a<>serts that such
rcnouncers arc not bound by conventional morality or that
theirs was a totally aiitinomian state .... 121
In the BhagavadgWi, Sankara upholds the same view about sannyasa
as in his commentaries upon the Upani~ads, namely that those whC:'J
already know the truth should adopt the way of life of
parmna11arilsasannyasa, anti this life is also to be recommended for those
who seek to know the truth and who have no interest in the means or
ends in the three worlds. 122 'Ibe text of the Bhagavadgltli, however, does
not share the same enthusiasm for sannyasa as Sankara, and the trend of
some of the verses in the Gita compels Sankara to acknowledge the
possibility that a k,nower of Brahman may be a householder, or in some
other stage of life, because of the force of prarabdha kanna. In 3.20 there
is the well known line: "For Janaka and others reached perfection just
through action." Sankara comments that supposing Janaka and others had
the knowledge of the truth, they continued to perform action on account
of their past karma, and they did so for the welfare of the world.
However, Sankara also provides an alternative explanation that Janaka and
the others did not yet know the truth, and so performed action as a means
to purify the mind. 123
In some other verses Sankara is more forthright in accepting that
enlightened people are not invariably paramaharilsa renunciates. In his
commentary to 4. 20 and 23, Sankara accepts that an enlightened person
may continue to perform the activities associated with his stage of life.
His acceptance, however, is made with some reluctance, because in both
places he adds the caveat that renunciation of all actions would have taken
place if nothing stood to prevent it. He says in his introduction to verse
twenty:
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the Self, in Brahman, like waves in the ocean.126 Why does the
enlightened person cease to transmigrate? Saiikara says that desire lies at
the root of transmigration. 127 The knower of Brahman has no more
desires because there is nothing apart from the Self, so there is nothing
"other" to desire. Therefore the knowledge of non-duality is the reason for
the absence of desire; and when there is no desire there is no effort to
secure something for oneself by means of rites or some other form of
activity. Such a person merely experiences the results of prarabdha
karma, and when that is ovel', his organs "do not depart." What happens
to the enlightened person after the body dies? Nothing happens; there is
no going anywhere, for there is no place to go, since only Brahman
exists, and the very idea of reaching somewhere presupposes a traveller
and the conventions of space and time. Just as when a pot breaks thespace does not go anywhere, although the pot-space could be
metaphorically spoken of as "merging" into the total space, similarly the
enlightened person, being Brahman, does not go anywhere, but can be
metaphorically said to "merge" in Brahman.
Ramanuja and others have argued that the type of liberation described
above would be tantamount to self-destruction. Ramanuja says:

The person who, under the influence of his prarabdha
karma, comes to have the correct understanding of the Self
at a later time in life, certainly abandons rites together with
their accessories as he does not see a purpose in rites and
actions. But if for some reason he is unable to abandon all
actions, and he continues to be engaged in action like
before, it is for the sake of the welfare of the world, as he is
without attachment to actions or to their results since he
does not have any purpose of his own. He does not do
anything, his action amounts to non-action, because it has
been consumed by the fire of knowledge.124
In this commentary upon verses such as these, which contain such
unambiguous expressions as: "even though engaged in action, he does not
do anything at all" (4.20), Sarikara is forced to allow for ajiianiwho, due
to some circumstance, happens to be other than a paramahamsa
renouncer.1 25
What happens to the jiianiwhen the prarabdha karma reaches its end?
In the Brhadar~yaka, it is said:
[Artabbaga asked Yajnavalkya]: "Yajnavalkya, when
this [liberated] person dies, do his organs depart from him
or not?" "No", said Yajnavalkya, "they resolve here itself.
The body swells, becomes bloated, and in that condition
lies dead." [BU. 3.2.11]
Further on, Yajnavalkya says:
But the man who has no desire [does not transmigrate] .. He
who is without desire, who is free from desire, who has
attained his desire, whose desire is the Self: his organs do
not depart. Being Brahman, he is merged in Brahman. [BU
4.4.6]
In his commentary upon these passages Sarikara says that the organs, i.e.,
the organs that make up the subtle body, and the mental impressions
which impel the subtle body to take another physical body, are merged in
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If the seeker of liberation concludes that
liberation is the destruction of the "I", he
would keep away at the mere hint of the
commencement of talk to do with liberation.

"Even when I have been destroyed, some
Consciousness other than me will remain."
No one will strive to attain that!128
But the Advaitin does not see it that way. Ramanuja's argument rests on
the conviction that the ego is the Self, wherea-. according to the Advaitin
the ego, or psychological self, the "I"-notion, is the combination (known
as cidabhasa) of pu~e Awareness and the limiting adjunct of the mind.
The existence of the ego depends upon the presence of the limiting
adjunct (it i<; therefore aupadhika) and the Advaitin does not consider that
the destruction of a limiting adjunct (upli.dhi) is equivalent to destruction
of the Self. The Advaitin would argue that Ri\manuja's statement "some
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Consciousness other than me will remain" is wrong, because it a<;sert<> a
difference between "me" and Consciousness, wherea<; according to the
Advaitin the "me" is not a reality in its own right, for in the final
analysis, the "I" turns out to be pure Consciousness itself.
We have seen in the previous chapter that the concept of upadlli is
central to Sankara's teaching of non-duality. In liberation following upon
U1e death of the physical body (vidchmnukti), the limiting adjunct that is
the subtle body - the mind, the sense organs and the vital breath dissolves when the physical body dies. But the pure Awareness-Self
remains as before, unaltered by the presence or absence of U1e body.
Saiikara says that:
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R.V. De Smet, The Theological Method of Smp.kara, op.cit.,
p.245.
2

BGBh 13.v.12, p.203, line lOf., (tr) p.531. Also, TUBh 2.1,
p.285, line 15, (tr) p.297. KeUB 1.3, p.20, line 8,itr) p.45. US
18.30.
Also BU 3.9.26; 4.2.4; 4.4.22; 4.5.15.

An enlightened person, after his death, does not undergo a
change of condition - something different than when he was
living. But he is said to be "merged in Brahman" just due
to his not being connected to another lx>dy. 129
Thus the true Self remains unaltered, whether associated with a body or
not, just as space is the same whether it is associated with limiting
adjuncts, pots and so forth, or not. Liberation is not the non-existence of
the Self, for according to the Upani~ads that just does not occur: "there is
no loss of the Seer's Seeing, because it is imperishable" [BU 4.3.23],
"There is no loss of the Knower's Awareness, because it is imperishable"
. [BU 4.3.30]. Videhmnukti, then, means the absence of having particular
experience due to the removal of the limiting adjuncts of name-and-form.

4

BUBh 2.3.6, p. 755f., line 26f., (tr) p.239.

5

KeUBh 2.1, p.25, line 5.f., (tr) p.58.

6

BSBh 3.2.22, p.654, line 2f., (tr) p.625.

7

Ibid., p.656, line lOf., (tr) p.627.
Also, cf. verse portion, intro. v.17; ch.11, vv.12, 14; ch.14,
vv.11, 48; eh. 17. v.71; ch.18, vv.19, 21.

9

Karl. H. Potter, "Introduction to tile Philosophy of Advaita
Vedanta" in Karl. H. Potter (ed.), Encyclopcd ia of Indian
Philosophies (vol. 111): Advaita Vedanta up to Smp.kara and His
Pupils. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1981, p.8.

10

Ibid. p.60. "It is not Saqikara's contention that Brahman cannot
be indicated by words -what he is saying is that Brahman cannot
be directly designated by any word. However, It can be indirectly
designated for example, by the word 'I'."

11

R.V. De Smet, The Theological Method of Smp.kara, op.cit.,
p.289.
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12

A. Rambachan, Accomplishing the Accomplished, op.cit., p. 75f.

22

Ibid., p.285, line 14, (tr) p.297.

13

S. Mayeda, A Thousand Teachings. The UpadesasahasrI of
Sankara. Translated with Introduction and Notes. Tokyo:
University of Tokyo Press, 1979, p.53f.

23

Ibid., p.285, line 17f., (tr) p.297f.

24

Cf. Michael Comans, "The Essential Definition of Brahman.
Taittiriya Upani~ad 2.Ll.", The Voice of Sankara. A Quarterly
Journal of Advaita-Vedllnta. (Madras) Vol. 11, no.3, 1986 contd.
no.4, 1987.

25

TUBh 2.1, op.cit., p.285, line 19f., (tr) p.298.

26

KeUBh 2.1, p.25, line 5.f., (tr) p.58. Cf. supra, note no. 5.

27

CUBh 6.16.3, p.539, line 16f. (tr) p.498f.

GK 2.6; 4.31. Cf. the discussion of this point in chapters one
and two.

28

Ibid.

17

TUBh 2.1, p.283, line 8f., (tr) p.291.

29

18

K. Kunjunni Raja, Indian Theories of Meaning. Madras: The
Adyar Library and Research Centre, 1977, p.231f.

Ibid., p. 283, line 14f., (tr) 292.

19

Ibid., 284, line 13f., (tr), p.295.

14

15

16

In Sankara's commentary upon this whole passage he mentions
seven times that the. statement "satya.Iil jiianam anantam brahma"
is a definition of Brahman. TUBh 2.1, p.282, line 10 and 15, (tr)
p.289f.; p.283, lines 1 and 4, (tr) p.291; p.284, lines 8 and 10,
(tr) p. 294; p.285, line 18f., (tr) p.298.
TUBh 2.1, p.283, line 7f., and the preceeding para, (tr) p. 291.

KeUBh 2.4, p.27, line 6f., (tr) p.63.

20

21

As Hacker has pointed out, in Sankara's thought Awareness is the
most important term, not Being. Thus here, it is jiillna that is
characterised as both satya and ananta. While Hacker is correct in
noting that Awareness has primary significance rather than Being
(cf. for example, "Being and Spirit in Vedanta" in W. Halbfass
(ed.), Philology and Confrontation, op.cit., p.194.), I think that
in his example from Ka(ha 2.3.12-13 he has somewhat overstated
the case, and there are some occasions where Sarlkara does refer to
Brahman as Being (sanmatra).
TUBh 2.1, op.cit., p.285, line 13f., (tr) p.297.

31

In the course of explaining how tattvamasi reveals its meaning
through lak$81}li,- Sankara says: "Thus they [the words tat and
tvam through their juxtaposition] mutually convey the meaning
of the sentence: 'not this, not this'." US 18. 198.

32

Cf. Michael Comans, "Sankara and the Ptasaiikhyanavada".
Joumal of Indian Philosophy, 24, 1996, pp.49-71.

33

R.V. De Smet, The Theological Metlwd of Sarpkara, op.cit.,
p.119.
Ibid., p.123.
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had forgotten to count himself and that he was indeed the tenth
man.

Ibid., p.292, 343.
Cited in A. Rambachan, Accomplishing the Accomplished,
op.cit., p.4, 8. Mabadevan and Hiriyanna can be found to have
made a number of statements similar to those cited here:
Cf. The Nai$karrnyasiddhi of Sure§varacmya with the commentary
of Jnllnottama. Edited by G.A. Jacob, Revised Edition by M.
Hiriyanna. Poona: Bhandarkar Oriental Research Institute, 1980,
p.xxvi. That T.M.P. Mabadevan was also wel~ aw~~ of this
tradition is evident in the introduction to his edition and
translation of the The Salilbandha-Vartika of Suresvaracilrya
[Madras: University of Madras, 1972.], as well as from his work:
The Philosophy of Advaita: with special reference to
Bhilratitlrtha-Vidyaranya. London: Compton Russell, 1977.

41

BSBh 1.3.22, p.242, line 9, (tr) p.201.

42

BSBh 2.3.7, p.508, line 3f., (tr) p.455. (the above translation
relies on Thibaut in part).
BUBh 4.3.6, p.864, line 14f., (tr) p.421.

44

BUBh 4.3.23 (intro.), p.896, line 6f. (svayaliljyoti$tv alil nama
.caitanyatmasvahhavata), (tr) p.467.

45

BUBh 4.3.7, p.891, line 2, viviktena svena atmajyoti$8
svapnatmikam dhlv[ttim avahhasayan-avati$thate yasmat tasmat
svayaiijyotissvabhava eva asau. (tr) p.430-31. Also, cf. 4.3.9,
p.879, line 15f., (tr) p.443. 4.3.10, p.880, line lOf., (tr) p.444.

BSBh 4.1.2, p.829, line lf., (tr) p.815.

4.3.21,

p.891, line 23f., aya111
atma
svayalil
caitanyajyotissvabhliva/;1 sarvalil svena caitanyajyoti$8 avabhasayati (tr) p.461. 4.3.22, p.895, Jine 22f., (tr) p.467. Cf.
Upadefasahasrl: "On account of the interventi9n [of space and

Ibid., p.830, line Sf., (tr) p.817.
40

The story of the tenth man is used as an example to show that
direct knowledge can arise from words. The story is that ten
pilgrims were crossing a river on the way to their destination.
After fording the river they stopped to regroup and each looked to
see that the others had crossed safely. They each counted, but
only arrived at the number nine. They then began to despair, for
they did not know who was absent, but they knew that someone
was missing. A bystander watched this spectacle with growing
amusement and after a short time went up to the group and said,
. be ?"
"the tenth man exists". They shouted , "Where 1s
.. "I wt'll
show you", the bysumder said. The bystander lined them up and
then asked one person to count the group. He reached the number
nine and stopped. The bystander pointed to him and said: "and
you are the tenth!". Immediately the fellow understood that he
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time] the ordinary visual seeing belonging to the non-self is
mediate. Brahman is considered to be immediately evident
because Seeing is the very nature of the Self." [17.40]; "Just as
there is no requirement of another lamp to light up a lamp,
similarly, no other awareness is required [to reveal the Self]
because Awareness is the very nature of the Self." [17.41].
46

Hacker's remarks on this topic are instructive and worth noting at
length. In his article "Sankara's Conception of Man" (cf. W.
Halbfass (ed), Philology and Confrontation, op.cit., p.l 77f.); he
says, p.182:
"Buddhist philosophy taught that ·each consciousness-i nstant
(sarpvid), like a lamp, illuminates it.<>elf and its object. From this
doctrine the PrlibMkaras had taken over the view that knowledge
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as such is luminous. But since they, unlike the Buddhists,
acknowledged the existence of an abiding self as the substratum or
agent of knowledge, they modified the theory. Knowledge, they
explained, illuminates or manifests not only itself and its object
but also the self which is the knower. Sankara, however, found
that it is neither the Inner Sense [as held by Sallkhya] nor the act
of cognition which is self-luminous, but the self itself. . .. To
express this doctrine of the self-luminosity of the self, Sankara
bad recourse to a term he found in an Upani~ad: svaya.Ipjyotis
(Brh.4, 3, 9). His choice of this term implicitly brings out his
conviction that his doctrine was nothing but what was taught by
the Veda." In his last article on Vedanta, "Cit and Nous, or the
Concept of Spirit in Vedantism and in Neoplatonism'', Ibid.,
p.21 lf., he makes the following remark about the self-luminosity
of the Self; a remark which an Advaitin would endorse (p.214):
"Whatever names we may give to the principle that makes both
mental and sensuous acts or events possible, whether we call it
conscicmsness or spirit or thought or knowledge, it is absurd to
assume that this principle should need an act of knowledge in
order to attain that status which we call 'to be known' or 'to be
manifest'. It is absurd because that which makes a thing
possible, or is the basis of it, cannot possibly itself be made
possible by the thing which it makes possible."
47

Ibid., p.214.

48

Kuppuswami Sastri, in the Introduction to his edition of the
Brahmasiddhi (Brahmasiddhi by Acharya Ma.I)r;Janamisra with
Commentary by Salikhap8.J)i. Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications,

1984) mentions on p. xlv that: "In this context, it is also pointed
out in the Sarhk$epasarir aka [l. v.252] that MaQ<;lana's
interpretation of the Ni$edhavakhyas obviates the need for having
recourse to lak$anli. (secondary significative force) in the
explanation of the meaning of Advaita texts." I think that Paul
Hacker has underestimated the differences between the thought of
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MaQ<;lana and Sankara when he says: · "the few and rather
insignificant divergencies between his thought and that of Sankara
are scarcely sufficient to account for the rivalry". Cf. "Relations
of Early Advaitins to Vai~I}avism" in W. Halbfa<;s (ed), Philology
and Confrontation, op.cit., p.38.
49

BSBh 4.1.2, p.829, line 14, (tr) p.816. US 18.104, 205.

50

BSBh 2.3.40, p.550, line 9, nityopalabdhisvariipatvat, (tr) p.503,
"for it is eternal consciousness by its very nature". A similar
expression is found in 3.3.54, p.768, line 4, (tr) p.743.

51

BSBh 1.1.4, p.78f., line 6f., (tr) p.30f.

52

Michael Comans, "The Question of the Importance of Samadhi in
Modem and Classical Advaita Vedanta". Philosophy East and
West, vol.43, no.1, p.19-38. The Vivekacilr;Jlima.I)i highlights the
importance of samadhi, as do a number of other, later Advaita
works. With regard to the Vivekacilr;llima.I)i, there are a number of
reasons why this is not a genuine work of Adi Sankara. In
ascending order of importance these are as follows. (a) The style
of the verses of the Vivekacilr;Jlima.I)i is highly poetic in contrast
to the vigorous but not especially graceful style of the verses in
the Upade§asahas rl, a work universally accepted as the
composition of Adi Sankara. Although it may be argued that
Sartkara's style could have changed, and that Sartkara's hymns are
very poetic compositions, this does not constitute sufficient
proof, since the hymns themselves are not universally accepted as
the compositions of Adi Sankara. (b) The fact that there are
very few commentaries on the Vivekacil{iamaI Ji, and no old
commentaries by well known Advaita authors, would tend to
indicate that the Vivekacilr;Jlimal)i is not the composition of Adi
Sankara and is, in fact, not a very old work. (c) Some aspects of
the teaching of the Vivekacil{ilima.I)i are foreign to other works of
Sankara or are contradictory to them. .The series of verses in the
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Yogasiltrabhli~yavivaral).am",

Vivekacii{lamal)i extolling the importance of yogic-typc
nirvikalpa samadhi (eg. vv.341-42, 353-57, 360-63) sit at
variance with the minimal importance Sankara gives to samlidhi

practic-es in his other works. The statements belittling the
importance of hearing the Upani~ads (cf. v.364) would contradict
his teachings in his commentary upon Brahmasiitra 4.1.2 and the
whole theme of the lengthy eighteenth chapter of the
Upadesasahasrf. Thus the Vivekacii{lamal)i, for all its merit as a
manual. explaining Vedanta, is not likely to be a composition of
Adi Sankara and is more than likely to be a composition of
some later Salikaracarya, perhaps connected to the Sringeri pl{ham.
One of the Sringeri Sankarac~as, Abhinava Nrsiihha Bharati 1
(who adorned the pl{ham from 1599-1622) founded a branch matha
in Sivaganga and placed his disciple Sankara Bharati, who took
sannyasa in 1615 and was himself an eminent scholar, in charge
of this matha (cf. K.R. Venkataraman, The Throne of
Transcendental Wisdom: Sn Salhkarilcilrya's Saradil Plfha in
Sringeri, Sringeri: Sri Sharada Trust, 3rd Ed., 1990, p.77). The
concluding verse of the Vivekacii{lamal)i (v.580) contains the
phrase "e$il sarikarabhlirati vijayate" which is generally understood

to mean that the "voice of Sankara is victorious", referring to the
teaching of Sankara. However the word "sarlkarabhlirati" could be
a double cntendre (sle$a) referring also to the name of the author.
Thus the author of the Vivekacii{lamaIJi could well be the
seventeenth century sannyasin, Sankara Bharati.
BUBh 1.4.7, p.663, line 7f., (tr) p.91. I may take this
opportunity to remark that Paul Hacker's hypothesis concerning
Sankara's yogic background is highly speculative and
unconvincing ("Sankara the Yagin and Sankara the Advaitin:
Some Observations", in W. Halbfass (ed), Philology and
Confrontation, op.cit., p.lOlf.). Concerning Sankara's supposed
authorship of the Yogasiitrabhif$yavivaral)a; see the three articles
by T.S. Rukmani: "The Problem of the Authorship of the
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Journal of Indian Philosophy,

vol.20, no.4, 1992; "Sankara's views on Yoga in the
Brahmasiitrabha$ya in the light of the Authorship of the
Yogasiitrabha$ya-vivaral)a", Journal of Indian Philosophy, vol.21,
no.4, 1993; "The Yogasiitrabha$yavivaral)a is not a Work of
Sankaracarya the Author of the Brahmasiitrabh8$ya", Journal of.
Indian Philosophy, vol. 26, no. 3, 1998.
54

Feature Review by Arvind Sharma of the book by Anantanand
Rambachan, Accomplishing the Accomplished: the Vedas as a
Source of valid Knowledge in Sankara. Philosophy East and
West, volume 43, no.4, 1993. "A Response to Professor Arvind
Sharma", Philosophy East and West, volume 44, no.4, 1994. "A
Reply to Anantanand Rambachan", Philosophy East and West,

volume 45, no.1, 1995.
55

BSBh 1.1.2, p. 51f., line 5f., (tr) p.15f.

56

BSBh 2.1.6, p.361, line lf., (tr) p.314. Also cf. the reference to
this passage in: "The Concept of Experience in the Encounter
Between India and the West" in Wilhelm Halbfass, India and
Europe: An Essay in Understanding. Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1988, p.389.

57

BSBh 3.3.32, p.735, line 6, (tr) p.705.

58

In addition to 3.3.32, also, cf. 3.4.15, p.788, line 4f., (tr) p.769.

59

BUBh 4.3.23 (intro.), p.896, line 6f., (tr) p.467.

60

BSBh 4.1.2, p.829f., line 8f., (tr) p.816f.

61

Ibid, p.831, line lf., (tasmat

sarvaduQkhavinirmukta-

ekacaitanyiltmako'ham itye~ atmanubhav8Q).
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Concerning the r,~i Vamadeva, cf. BSBh 3.4.51, p.822, line 5, (tr)
p.809. Also the discussion in BUBh 1.4.2, p. 648, line 18f., (tr)
p.67f. The importance of the sastra and the acarya was touched
upon in the previous chapter. It may be worthwhile to repeat the
footnote from that earlier reference: the compound
.{astracaryopadesa occurs seven times in his commentary on the
Bhaga vadgita alone, along with variations such as
vedantacaryo padefa . BG 2. 21, p.20, line 12; 2. 63, p.36, line
12; 8. 8, p.128, line 16; 13. 30, p.215, line 23; 13. 34, p.217,
line 19; 18. 16, p.263, line 19; 18. 17, p.264, line 4; 18. 50,
p.281, line 7; 18. 55, p.284, line 9. (Francis X. D'SA (ed.),
Word-Index to Saiikara'.~ Gitabh~ya. Pune: Institute for the Study
of Religion, 1985)'. (For other references, cf. BUBh, 2.1.20,
p.744, line 23; 2.4.2, p.767, line 5; 2.5,15, p.776, line 12.
ChUBh, 6.15.2, p.537, line 12; 8.1.6, p.571, line 2. KaUBh
1.5.12, p.96, line 1. MUBh 2.2.7, p.162, line 22. US, 17.5152 and prose portion eh. 1 and 2).
BSBh 4.1.1, p.826, line 8f., (tr) p.813.
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Suresvara

There has been an ongoing debate among scholars about whether
Suresvara is the same person as Ma.J)<,lanamisra, the renowned Mimamsaka:
and author of the important Advaita work, Brahmasiddhi. Some of the
legendary accounts of the life of Sankara (Saiikaravijayas) mention that
Sankara defeated Ma.J)<,lana in debate and the latter then bc..came a sannyasin
follower of Sankara having the name of Suresvara. 1 However some other
legendary accounts say that the opponent whom Sankara debated was the
scholar Visvariipa who then became the sannyasin Suresvara. 2 Among all
these legendary biographies, Madhava's SaJikaradigvijaya (c.1650-1798)
has become the most popular. It draws heavily upon the material from
earlier accounts, and it mentions both names. The popular tradition is
that Ma.J)<,lanamisra became the disciple Suresvara. M. Hiriyanna and S.
Kuppuswami Sastri have argued against the identity of Ma.J)<,lana and
Suresvara, while R. Balasubramanian ha5 defended the tradition of identity
on a number of occasions. 3
The question of the identity of Suresvara, before he became a disciple
of Sankara, is immaterial to the present study which confines itself to the
writings of Suresvara. But merely to express an opinion, it seems
unlikely that Suresvara is the same person as Ma.J)<,lana, in spite of some
similarities between them, such as the common argument, to be
mentioned below, that perception cannot prove duality to be real.
Perhaps the identification of the great MaQ<,lanarnisra with Suresvara was a
deliberate contrivance on the part of some of the authors of the legendary
biographies of Sankara, for it served the purpose of subsuming a rival
tradition into Sankara's tradition. It is well known that in his
Brahmasiddhi Ma.J)<,lana advocates combination of knowledge and ritual
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(jnanakarmasamucchaya) and he also says. that this combination leads
more quickly to liberation than the pursuit of knowledge alone, without
the continued performance of rites. 4 This necessarily implies that
Ma:Qc.iana considers the life of a householder to be more spiritually
efficacious than the life of sannyasa, where rituals are abandoned. If
Ma:Qc.iana repudiates his beliefs and becomes a follower of Saiikara, this
would have the effect of making Saiikara's position - giving primacy to
knowledge alone without the requirement to perform rites, as well as to
the lifestyle of the renouncer· over that of the householder - the sole
representative view for orthodox Advaita, which it now is.
Whatever the antecedents of Suresvara, after Sankara he is the most
revered figure in the history of Advaita, and we will now turn to the
exposition of some of his teachings.

Suresvara prefaces his important non-commentarial work, the
Nai$kannyasiddhi, with this statement:
Since all living beings, from the god Brahma down to a
plant, instinctively desire to be rid of any type of suffering,
the pursuit to remove suffering is something innate.
Suffering is caused solely by the fact of having. a body, and
since embodiment is connected to the prior accumulation of
merit and demerit (dhanna and adhanna), suffering does not
cease. Merit and demerit do not come to an end, because
they have their source in action which is either enjoined or
forbidden. Action is based upon desire and aversion, while
the latter are linked up with the superimposition that
something is either attractive or unattractive.
Superimposition has, for its cause, duality, which is
established only so long as it is not investigated. And as
all duality - which is something comparable to the silver
[superimposed] upon a mother-of-pearl shell- has as its
basis the sheer ignorance of the Self that is self-established
and non-dual, duality does not get removed. Thus, it is the
ignorance of the Self that alone is the cause of all misery.
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The happiness which neither comes nor goes,_ and which
does not depend upon something, is the very nature of the
Self. Ignorance of the Self conceals that happiness.
Therefore the fulfilment of all human endeavours lies in the
total eradication of ignorance. Since the removal of
ignorance is brought about solely by the gain of one's own
essential nature, through right knowledge, it is right
knowledge that is to be acquired. Right knowledge comes
only from the statements of the traditional texts of the
Vedanta [Upani~ads]. That is so because [the Self], about
whom there is Self-ignorance that is the cause of all misery,
is not within the scope of ordinary means of knowledge,
such as perception etc. not derived from the traditional
texts. Hence the undertaking of this treatise, which serves
as a compendium of the essence of the entire Vedanta.
This eightfold chain of cause and effect, from suffering to ignorance,
echoes a similar series found in the Upadesasahasriof Saiikara. 5 We can
see from such statements that Advaita teachers understand their tradition
a<; bringing about the removal of suffering, which is presented in formal
terms as putting an end to the cycle of birth and death, but which is also
seen, more positively, as the gain of happiness that does not depend upon
anything. Thus Advaita, in common with Buddhism and all other major
Indian religio-philosophical traditions, sees its role in liberation of the
spirit. It is not meant to be mere metaphysical speculation without a
practical consequence for life, but it is intended to be a teaching that,
when brought to fruition, confers supreme benefit upon a human being
in this life itself.
Furthermore, the teaching of Sankara, and what we have just seen of
Suresvara, avoids the orientation that this teaching is mere theory,
something that has to be subsequently realised through the practice of a
spiritual discipline. In their view, samsara is shown to depend upon
nothing but ignorance of the true nature of the Self as Brahman, and
liberation, therefore, can only occur through knowledge, for knowledge
alone has the capacity to remove ignorance. Concomitant with this
knowledge, or direct apprehension concerning the true nature of the Self,
is the negation of the notion that duality is real. This leads to the further
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negation of the superimposition that something is intrinsically attractive
· (sobhana) or unattractive (afobhana), upon which notions rest the

remainder of the chain of misery. Liberation, therefore, ultimately means
the removal of the ignorance of the true nature of the Self by knowledge,
and this knowledge negates the notion that duality is real and it negates
false notions arising out of superimposition.
Finally, Suresvara makes the point that the true nature of the Self
cannot be revealed by our usual means of knowledge, namely sense
perception and inference, because these means of knowledge operate only
in relation to sense objects, whereas the Self, the Subject, is by definition
outside their scope. Suresvara says that the words of the Upani~ are
able, under suitable conditions, to put an end to ignorance by directly
revealing the true nature of the Self. The way in which this can be done
·is the principal topic of Suresvara's Nai$kannyasiddhi.
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looked upon as though they are real. [2.6,
4.31]
If impermanence is a mark of unreality, absence ofChange is the defining

feature of the real. Such a definition is proposed by Saiikara, as we can·
see from his own statement:
Something is real when, once it is ascertained to be in a
certain condition, that condition, is not found to alter.
Conversely, if a thing is ascertained to be in a certain
· condition but that condition alters, that thing is said to be
unreal. Therefore ··that which undergoes change [or
modification, viklira] is unreal. 7
And such an understanding is equally accepted by Suresvara, who says:

(1) Duality ·
In the introduction to the Nai$kannyasiddhi, cited above, Suresvara
uses a particular expression to characterise duality. He says duality is:
"established only so long as it is not investigated" (avicliritasiddha). Just
as Saiikara frequently uses a particular expression to describe the Self
when he says that the Self is: "by nature always pure, awake and free
(nityasuddhabuddhamuktasvabhli.va), this statement of Suresvara that
duality is "established only so long as it is not investigated" is a
signature expression as it regularly occurs in his works. 6 What does he
mean by this statement? Suresvara does not deny the fact of the world as
it appears to common sense. But he says that along with the appearance
of the world there is the idea that the perceived duality is something real.
He says that such an idea is wrong, for duality is established "only so
long as it is not investigated".
We have already seen that Gam;lapada infers the unreality of
phenomena from the fact of their transitoriness:
What does not exist at the beginning and at
the end, likewise [does not exist] even in the
present. The things that are appearing are
eci1,1ivalent to unreal things, [yet] they are

Since this world, together with the ego,
appears and disappears, like a pot; in relation
to the Self whose nature is pure Awareness,
the world must be akin to an unreal
presentation. 8
We have also seen that Gam,JapMa says:
This plurality does not exist as identical to the
Self, nor even does it somehow exist of its
own accord. Those who know reality, know
that nothing exists different [from the Self] or
as identical [to the Self]. [2.34]
We have seen that this too is in accord with Sankara's teaching, foi:
Sankara uses the expression tattvlinyatvabhylim anirvacanlya "not
determinable as a reality or as something else" to mean that name-~d
.form cannot be definitively ascertained as either identical to Brahman, the
reality, nor as something other than Brahman.9 Suresvara articulates this
same understanding. He says that duality is unreal because its
ontological status is indeterminable, for the world cannot be shown to
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exist either as something separate from Awareness, or as identical to
Awareness itself. He says:
Something other than the Self [i.e. any object]
cannot be shown to exist separately from the
Self, nor as identical, i.e., as the Self itself. lo
Since this plurality does not come about of its
own accord, nor does it come about by way of
the Self who is pure Awareness, nor even by
both, therefore non-duality is established
through the sublation of duality .11

f,

I

Since neither ignorance nor its effect can be
shown to exist as non-diffetent or as different
[from Brahman], therefore they would be
established only so lc\mg as they are not
investigated.12
According to Suresvara, the objects of Awareness, beginning with the
ego-sense and ending with the entire physical world, cannot be
established as existing separately from Awareness, nor can they be shown
to be identical to Awareness itself, for then they would not be perceived
at all, just as Awareness is not an object of sense perception. Therefore
the ontological status of the world - from the ego onwards - is strictly
indeterminable, because objects cannot be shown to exist separately from
Awareness, nor are they identical to Awareness. Suresvara says that
duality is thus shown to be unreal, i.e., it is only "seeming" or apparent
(mitbyasiddha). 13

It is evident that in developing their teachings Advaitins rely on the
revelation of the Upani~ads and they also develop a line of reasoning
presented in some of the notable passages of these texts. For instance,
there is the famous svayamjyotirbrlHunaI)a portion of the BrhadliraI)yaka
Upani~d that reveals the real nature of the Self to be self-luminous
Awareness;_ and there is the well known vaclirambhal)a passage in the
Chfilldogya Upani~ad which illustrates that a thing has no reality of its
own independently of its material cause. 14 The followers of Advaita
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apply the revelation, and the reasoning, concerning the true nature of the
Self and the mithyatva of the world to the phenomenology of everyday
experience when they argue that the Self, as self-luminous Awareness, is
invariable in all experience, and is therefore real (satya), while duality is
indetermin.able in relation to Awareness, and is therefore unreal (mithyai
Exemplifying this approach, which involves reflection upon the ordinary
experience of Awareness in the light of revelation, Suresvara says:
The cognitions of the mind are established by
depending upon the constant, self-:established
and unchanging Awareness .. Physical objects,
such as pots and so forth, are proved to exist
through their dependence upon the
cognitions. 15
These phenomena such as the mind etc.
cannot be proved to exist without a means of
knowledge, because they need Awareness in
order to be manifest. But what does the Self,
the Knower, depend upon?l6
Perception etc. are proved depending upon the
Self that is Experience (anubhava) itsel.f.
Since Awareness ~s self-evident, what is
required in order to prove its existence?l7
The perceptible world is not self-evident; its existence is proved by the
fact that it can be cognised. Something may well exist without bei.ng
cognised, but the proof of existence depends upon its cognition (vrtti).
According to Advaita, cognition is not self-evident, becam~e a ~ental
state is an object of knowledge, and as such it too belongs to the sphere
of the known. The proof of the existence of a cognition depends upon
the Self, whose nature is Awareness or Experience Itself (anubhava). We
can see in the last of the verses cited above that Suresvara, like Satikara,
occasionally uses the word anubhava as a description of the very nature of
the Atman, or as a synonym for the Atman. t8 He says that the proof
of the existence of everything ultimately depends upon Awareness. What
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then does the proof of Awareness depend upon? Awareness is selfevident, because to prove the existence of Awareness one would need to
depend upon a means of proof that would itself depend upon Awareness.
So following the revelation of the Upani~ads and the reasoning exhibited
therein, and applying particular methods of reasoning, such as the
distinction between subject and object, to one's everyday experience of
Awareness, Advaitins conclude that the Self is essentially nothing but
self-luminous Awareness that is invariable and therefore real (satya),
while all duality is mithya since it cannot be established as identical to,
or as other than, this pure Awareness.
Suresvara also advances another argument with regard to duality, an
argument reminiscent of Ma.Q<;lana. 19 Suresvara argues that perception
does not reveal duality, i.e., perception does not show that something is
actually different from something else. Perception simply reveals
objects, but it does not perform the function, either simultaneously or
subsequently, of revealing difference. The scope of perception is in the
mere revelation of phenomena; the differentiation between objects is a
mental act subsequent to perception. Thus difference is cognitive, but not
perceptual. Suresvara argues that difference is not given in perception
because a means of knowledge just reveals an existing thing, like a table
or a chair. The role of perception is simply to reveal things. But
"difference" is not a "thing", it is not some object like a table or a chair,
and so perception cannot reveal difference. 20
To put this matter more technically, the idea of difference (bheda)
depends upon distinguishing between things. To distinguish between A
and B means to exclude A from B; and exclusion (vyaV[tti) consists of the
knowledge that A and B are mutually absent (anyonyabhava) in each
other. 21 When we say that A is different from B we mean that they are
mutually absent in each other: A does not exist in B and vice versa. Thus
difference depends upon the knowledge of absence (abhava), but absence is
not given in perception, because perception deals only with existing
things not with the absence of something. So difference does not fall
within the scope of perception.
From the above discussion, as well as from previous chapters, we are
able to see that Advaita does not deny the appearance of duality. What it
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(2) The World
Suresvara's views about the ongm of the world do not show
divergence from the teachings of Gauc;lapada. The fundamental contention
of Gauc;lapada is that a real creation is not possible from the standpoint of
the changeless turiya-Brahman. Surdvara too says: "So, considering the
real state of things, there never was, nor is, nor will there be [the creation
of the world by Brahman]." 22 The "real state of things" refers, in the
words of Surdvara, to the fact that Brahman is "neither a cause nor an
effect" (akaryaklirm;laJ.3:
The sruti [i.e. KaU 2.18] which says:
"nothiPg originates from this [Atman], nor
does this Atman originate from anything",
negates [the idea that the Atman] .is the
cause etc. 24
It is not possible to speak of creation from the

standpoint of the unconditioned Brahman,
which is non-different from all, undergoes no
change, is one, and is neither a cause nor an
effect. 25
Apart from a convergence of outlook from the ultimate perspective,
we can also see that Suresvara and Gau<;lapada share some principles of
reasoning and have some expressions in common. For instance,
Surdvara says reasoning demonstrates that the real origination of the
world from the changeless Brahman is not tenable:
What does not exist (asat) cannot be
considered to have any connection to birth.
Nor can an existent thing, since it already
exists.
There is no alteration in the
Immutable. Therefore birth is due to
Ignorance. 26
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The last two sentences of the above quotation resemble Gauc,lapada's
statement in karika 3.27:
The birth of what exists (sat) is reasonable
only through maya, not in reality.
While the first sentence resembles karika 3.28:
The birth of what does not exist (asat) is
certainly not reasonable- whether it is through
maya, or in reality. The son of a barren
woman is not born in reality, nor even
through maya.
Just as Gauc,lapada calls duality "merely maya" in karika 1.17
(mayamatram idarh dvaitmn), so does Suresvara too refer to the world as
"merely maya" (mayamatram idarh sarvam). 27 He also uses the same
expression a'> Gauc,lapada when he speaks of the "appearance of duality"
(dvayabhasa). 28 Suresvara cites with approval Gau(lapadaklirika 3.15,
which says the various Upani~ad statements that speak of the creation of
the world are but a means or device (upaya) to lead to the understanding of
the truth concerning the oneness of the Self and Brahman. Suresvara says:
This [talk of] creation is a device to bring
people to awakening. Given the fact that the
Self is immutable,. creation is in no way
logically feasible.29
This matter has also been spoken of by
Gauc,lapada, who knows the conclusive
teaching of the entire Veda, and I have dealt
with it in the same way. Jo
He then quotes the Gau(lapadaldirika:
Creation has been presented in different ways
[in the Upani~ads, by using such illustrations]
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of clay, iron, sparks etc. This is a means to
lead to [the truth]. There is no difference
whatsoever [between the jiva and the
Atman].3 1 [GK 3.15]
In another place, but again in the context where Suresvara says the
Upani~ad statements speaking of causality are a stepping stone to
understand the Self that is "neither a cause nor an effect", he present'> the .
following verse, which I cite here because it is perhaps the most
frequently quoted verse in the entire writings of Suresvara:
Whichever way people can come to the clear
knowledge of the inner-Self would be a good
way here [in the Vedic tradition]. But that
way is not fixed (yaya yaya bhavet pumsliln
vyutpatti/.J pratyagatmani. sa saiva prakriyeha
syat sadhvI sa canavasthita).32

This verse says that the reason the smti gives discrepant accounts about
the process of creation is because it does not have its final purport in
revealing a real creation. Its final purport lies elsewhere: in generating
the understanding that the true Self is none other than the unconditioned
(or acosmic) Brallffian that is neither a cause nor an effect. The teaching
about creation is a means or device (prakriya) by which the ,fruti
proceeds, so as to lead us to this more subtle insight. Since that is its
aim, the way itself need not be something fixed, which is why one
Upani~ad speaks about the creation of five elements, whereas another
Upani~ad speaks of the creation of only three elements.
Advaita is concerned with denying a real creation only from the level
of the highest truth, while from the level of ordinary dealings, Advaita
accepts the world just as it appears to common sense. From the "level"
of the highest truth (paramartha), the world is an unreal appearance, or
illusory transformation (vivarta), of the unchanging Brahman. In fact, the
ajativada associated with Gauc,lapada and the vivartavada of later Advaita
are not two different teachings; they are the same teaching at the ultimate,
paramlirtha, level, but from two different angles. When the focus is kept
on the changeless Brahman, and as a consequence of that perspective the
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world is seen to be merely an unreal appearance, the teaching is
"ajativada ". When the focus shifts to the empirical fact of the worldappearance, and specifically onto the relation between the worldappearance and Brahman, the teaching is vivartavada. Garn;laplida, Saiikara
and Suresvara have all employed the analogy of the rope-snake to describe
the "relation" between Brahman and the world, and this may help to
clarify the point. 33 When the primary focus is upon the rope, the
teaching would be ajativada, because the rope has undergone no change
whatsoever to produce the snake-appearance. When, however, the snakeappearance is highlighted, and consideration is made about the relation
between that appearance and the rope, there is vivart.avada, because the
snake that is present right before the eyes has no real relation to the rope,
it has only an apparent, or mithya relation, since it is an illusory
transformation of the rope. Thus the ajativada looks at the world from
the standpoint of Brahman and finds the world to be "like a dream and a
magic... "; while the vivartavada looks at Brahman from the standpoint of
the world and finds the relation illusory. Though Suresvara has used the
word vivarta, 34 it has not yet become the technicai term in Advaita to
express the teaching that creation is, ultimately, an apparent, or illusory,
transformation of Brahman. Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that all
three authors have understood the world, from the perspective of the
highest truth (paramarthata/;I), to be an apparent transformation of
Brahman.

dropped the specific reference to unmanifest name-and-form and identified
it as avidya, so that the latter, essentially epistemolbgical term, was used
to cover the other two aspects. It is only when the word avidya is
acknowledged as having all these dimensions that we are able to account
for its usage in various contexts. We may note that the word avidya can
be interpreted in two distinct senses: (a) in the epistemological sense of
"what is opposed to knowledge" (vidyavirodha), and also (b) in the
ontological sense of "what does not exist" (na vidyate-iti-avidya). So the
term avidya finally bears all these three meanings: its epistemological and
ontological senses, as well as the idea that it is the "stuff' of the world;
as a result of it taking on the meaning of munanifest name-and-form.
When Suresvara uses the word avidya in itS epistemological sense he
means that ignorance is the absence of discriminative knowledge of the
true nature of things. 35 The consequences of ignorance are error (bhranti),
superimposition (adhyasa), sorrow etc. When avidya is used in this
sense, what is emphasised is that avidya can be terminated by knowledge
because ignorance is opposed to knowledge. 36 He says, for example:

(3) Ignorance (avidya)
We discussed the ambiguous nature of the word avidya in chapter
five, and at the end of that chapter we suggested that for Salikara the word
avidya primarily signifies the mysteriously concealing, and ultimately
unreal, primary stuff of the world called "unmanifest name-and-form"
(avyllkrt11namarjipa). Unmanifest name-and-form has therefore three
dimensions: its primary cosmological dimension as the constitutive
material of the world; an epistemological dimension which can be seen
when it is referred to by the word avidya used in its primary meaning of
(concealing) ignorance, "[it is] of the nature of ignorance" (l1.vidyatmika);
and an ontological dimensio11 when that priinary stuff is found to be
ontologically unreal (t.attvanyatvabhyl1.m anirvacaniya). Later Advaita

Ignorance disappears when it is removed by the knowledge arising from
the sruti:

The absence of knowledge here [concerning
the Self] is very precarious. For it has
illumination [Awareness] as its very essence.·
It departs merely due to some cause, like a
badara fruit balanced upon the tip of one's
nose. 37

This i.s considered to · be the particular
definition concerning the nature of ignorance:
it cannot withstand the blow that is dealt by
the means ofknowledge.38
On the mere rise of right knowledge generatJ!(l
by sentences such as "you are That" etc.,
ignorance, along with its effects, was not, is
not, and will not be. 39
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The word avidya, however. does not always just mean the absence of
knowledge. It is also regularly used to refer to a mysterious and
"beginningless" (anadi) 40 "power" (sakti), inexplicable and ultimately
unreal, 41 and in this sense it can be referred to as maya or as avyakta etc.
For instance:
This a vidya, though not really ex1stmg,
appears as name-and-form etc. It is maya. 42
Traditional scholars cite the following verse to show that Suresvara
understands avidya to be a primary, causal power (millavidya), since his
expression maulI avidya can be seen as equivalent to the later, standard
term, millavidya:
... The primary a vidya (mauli avidya)
continuously·· appears in the form of the
manifest and unmanifest.43
In his references to avidya, Suresvara says that it is located in the Self,
i.e., in Brahman, 44 that it conceals the nature of Brahman, 45 that it is
present in the state of deep sleep, 46 is the sole upadhi in the state of deep
sleep, 47 and that objects are a product of avidya. 48 What we have given
here is a bare presentation of Suresvara's understanding of avidyli and a
. more comprehensive examination, covering the whole corpus of his
writing, still remains to be carried out.
A final point to note is that causality can only be ascribed to
Brahman by way of avidya:
Ignorance (ajiiana) is the material cause of
this false appearance of duality. Brahman,
with reference to that ajiiana, is spoken of as
the cause. 49
Suresvara quite frequently refers to avidya as the "material cause"
(upadana) of the world. 50 Brahman can be the cause of the world only
when Brahman is considered as having the upadhi of Ignorance (he treats
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avidya and ajiiana as synonyms). 51 Brahman, who is intrinsically
"neither cause nor effect" (akarar.iakarya), 52 is apparently conditioned by
avidya, and as such is I svara, the Creator who manifests the cosmos
through the upadhi of avidya:

Whatever exists, beginning with I svara and
ending with physical objects, is manifested by
avidya. The sruti clearly tells that it is so:
"understand tl:\at pralqti is mayi'i, and that the
Lord is the possessor of maya (SvU 4.10).53
Neither I svara, the unmanifested world, the
vital-energy (prlil}.a), Virat, the elements, the
senses and so forth, could possibly exist in
the inner-Self without having avidya as their
support. 54
Though there. is no fundamental divergence between these teachings of
Sure§vara and the teachings of Sankara as expressed in the
Brahmasiitrabh~ya, we can see in the thought of Suresvara the beginning
of a trend that continues in later Advaita: a greater focus on the role of
avidya in manifesting the phenomenal world, leading to a more specific
demarcation between P8!8 Brahman and I svara.

(4) Some differences between Suresvara and Sankara
Suresvara refers to bis teacher on a number of occasions. He tells us
in the Nai§kannyasiddhi that he is composing this text at the request of
his teacher. 55 There, and elsewhere, be calls him by the name of
Sankara 56 and respectfully refers to him as "highly revered"
(bhagavatpiijyapada, bhagaFatpada). 51 He also mentions that his teacher
is from the South (dravirja), 58 and that he is an ascetic (yati) who leads a
group of seekers of- liberation. 59 He poetically compares Sankara to the
sun, and his students to its rays, and he says that the darkness of the
whole country has been removed by the rays of his renowned students. 60
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There are occasions, though, when Suresvara can be seen to diverge
These instances occur in his
from Saiikara's interpretations.
own commentaries on the
Saiikara's
upon
commentaries (varttika/vartika)
Taittiriya and Brhadarm,1yaka Upani~ads. A Vartika takes the form of a
consideration of another work with particular reference to what it says,
leaves unsaid, or says wrongly (ukta-anukta-duruktacinta).? 1 Shoun Hino
and K.P. Jog note these divergences in their translation of Suresvara's
Brhadaral}yakopani§ad-bh~ya-vartika. Many of the differences between
Suresvara and Saiikara are minor and we shall briefly mention a couple of
them, reserving the most important till last.
In the Taittirfyopani§adbh'l?yavarttika. Sure§vara differs from Sailkara
on four occasions. 62 To cite one example, it is said in Taittiriya
Upani~ad 3.1 that Bhrgu practised tapas in order to know Brahman. But
what is meant by the word "tapas "? Sankara considers the word to mean
the "concentration of the mind and the sense organs" ,63 whereas Suresvara
suggests that tapas could instead refer to the discriminative method of
reasoning by way of continuity and discontinuity (anvayavyatireka), so a.<>
to discern the changeless Self from all that is impermanent. 64 This
important method of reasoning will be discussed in detail later in the
chapter.
In the Brhadaral}yakopani§adbh~yavarttika, Suresvara proposes a
number of alternative interpretations to Sankara. 65 One interesting
instance, though only of minor importance, occurs in Brhadi:'iraIJyaka
Upani~ad 4.3.1, when Yajiiavalkya goes to meet Janaka. Sankara
understands part of the passage to read: sa mene na vadi§ya iti and
interprets it as Yajiiavalkya thinking: "I will not say anything to the
king" .66 Suresvara interprets the text differently, so as to read: "I will
converse with him" (sam enena vadi§ya iti) and he also says that his
interpretation· is more satisfactory in view of the fact that there is no
reason given why Yajiiavalkya would not wish to speak with Janaka. 67
There is, however, one instance of a real difference of opinion. This
can be seen from Suresvara's repeated assertion that renunciation
(sannyasa) legitimately pertains to all three social classes, Brahma.Qas,
K~atriyas and Vaisyas, and not just to Brahma.Qas alone. Sankara states
in his commentary on the Brhadaral}yaka Upani~ad that only BrahmaQas
are entitled to sannyasa, because the text only mentions the word
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"Brahmar:ia" .68 Suresvara presents an alternative view that sannyasa is
open to all three classes, and whenever Sankara states his view, Suresvara
controverts it:
Since sannyasa is seen in the smti to pertain
to all the three classes, the statement in the
commentary that only the Brahmai:ia is
eligible for sannyasa is contradicted by the
smti. 69

.

According to a much quoted passage from the Jabala Upani~ad (4J a
person can renounce from the stage of life of the celibate Vedic student
(brahmacli.rin), and since all the three classes can be students of the Veda,
they should also be equally eligible for sannyasa.10 Suresvara says:
The word itself [brlihma.Qa], unsupported by
reasoning, is not adequate evidence. So the
meaning you want is not proved--0fi just the
strength of ilie word "brahma.Qa".71
When sannyasa is heard in ilie smti for all
iliree classes wiiliout distinction, ilie mention
of the word "brahmar:ia" would have the
purpose of implying ilie oiliers a<> well.72

i

If it is accepted iliat knowledge puts an end to

ilie eligibility concerning rites, ilien on what
strength of rea.<>oning is a restrictive rule made
about ilie eligibility to renounce?73
Surdvara, like Saiikara, accepts sannyasa as part of the knowledge of
Brahman, and he envisages sannyasa as forming a preliminary step to me
.
74
.
.
.
mqmry mto ilie Vedanta. However unhke Sankara he does not appear
to accept that ilie smti actually enjoins renunciation.75 Suresvara's view
is iliat the smti informs us iliat sannyasa is an aid to knowledge, and on
account of dispassion toward the things of the world the seeker after
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liberation would take to smmyasa, but Suresvara does not think that the
fo1ti actually enjoins smmyasa. 76

In his introduction to the Nai$karmyasidd hi, Suresvara stated that
"ignorance of the Self is the cause of all misery". 77 He went on to say
that ignorance conceals the happiness which is the very nature of the Self
and that is why the removal of this ignorance is the supreme purpose of
ll.fe. He said that the removal of ignorance is through the knowledge of
one's real nature; but ~uch knowledge cannot be brought about by the
operation of the usual means of know ledge, sense perception and
inference, because these two means of knowledge are applicable only for
the revelation of sense objects and they cannot reveal the true nature of
the Self as the latter is not a sense object. Suresvara says the Upani~ad
sentences alone constitute the valid means of knowledge in this matter.
We shall now discuss in some detail, and with specific reference to
chapters two and three of the Nai$kannyasiddhi, what Suresvara envisages
to be (a) the pre-conditions for this knowledge to arise from the Upani~ad
sentences and (b) the way in which these sentences can convey their
liberating meaning.

(5) Anvayavyatireka
Suresvara commences chapter two of the Nai$kannyasiddhi with a
diagnosis as to the rea<>on why the "great sentences" (mahavakya) of the
Upani~ads, of which the most famous .is "you are That" (tat tvam asi),
fail to produce liberating knowledge. He says:
If a person who has been taught "you are
That" (tat tvmn asi) does not understand the

meaning of the sentence, it is because he does
not recognise the meaning of the word "you"
(tvam). So we will now tell the way to
understand the meaning of tvam. 78
By the word "you" (tvam) Suresvara means, of course, the subject, the
first person singular "I". He continues:
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A person who has not developed dispassion
towards this world of birth and death will not
desire its cessation. A person who has not
stopped thirsting after things will not seek to
be free. 79
A person who is not a seeker of freedom will
not approach the feet of a spiritual teacher.
Without association with a teacher one would
not hear the sentence [of the ,~mti]. 80.
Without the sentence, there are neither words
nor their meanings. Without words and their
meanings, what can be the basis for rea<>oning
on the principle of continuity and
discontinuity (anvayavyatireka) ?81
Without this reasoning on the principle of
continuity and discontinuity there will be no
knowledge of the meaning of the sentence.
And without such kno~ledge, the removal of
ignorance is not logically possible. 82
The above verses reveal that among a chain of important factors - he .
mentions dispassion, the desire to be free (mumuk$uta) and association
with a guru from whom one hears the .fruti - it is reasoning based upon
the principle of continuity and discontinuity (anvayavyatireka) that plays
a crucial role in enabling a person to grasp the liberating meaning of the
5ruti sentence. This type of reasoning, relying upon the discrimination
between what is continuous and what is discontinucius, is presented by
Sa:rikara himself in the eighteenth chapter of his Upadesasahas1i 83 since
Suresvara is familiar with the Upadefasahasrfjudging from the number of
times he quotes it in his Nai$karmyasid dhi, 84 as well as in his other
works, 85 it is clear that this method of reasoning is not Suresvara's
innovation, though it figures more p:rominently in his writings· than in
those of Sankara.s6
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What exactly is this reasoning based upon continuity and
discontinuity? Continuity (anrnya) refers to the continuing presence of
something, while discontinuity (vyatireka) refers to the absence of
something. Reasoning through finding continuity and discontinuity has
three applications, of which the third appears to be unique to Advaita. 87
Firstly, anvayavyatireka is used to ascertain a relation of cause and effect
between two things by showing that one depends upon the other:
When X occurs, Y occurs (anvaya)
When X docs not occur, Y docs not occur

(vyatirck~J 8

For example, when the clay exists, the pot exists. In the absence of the
former there is the absence of the latter, therefore clay is the cause (in
this context, the material cause) of the pot. Secondly, anvayavyatireka
is employed to establish the necessary condition for a valid inference,
namely positive and negative concomitance in a statement and its
contraposition89 :
When X occurs, Y occurs (anvaya)
When Y is absent, X is absent (vyatireka!°
In addition to using it in the above two ways, i.e., to demonstrate a
causal relation between two things (karyakliraIJasalilbandha), or to infer
the existence of one thing from the existence of something else
(vyapyavyapakasmhbandha), Advaitins employ this reasoning to establish
the independent existence of a thing. In this third way, anvayavyatireka is
used specifically to establish a relation of persisting and non-persisting
between two things (anuvrttavyavittasmnbandha):.
When X occurs, Y occurs (m1vaya).
When X occurs, Y is absent (vyatirekaf 1
Sankara and Surcsvara use anvayavyatirek a to show that one term is
independent of the other (X is independent of Y). 92 This is how
Suresvara understands anvayavyatireka reasoning in the present context
when he says:
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The continuous presence of Awareness is
observed everywhere among the effects of
Ignorance. Discontinuity is well known
through the negation of the effect.93
Therefore, according to both Sankara and Suresvara, the continued
presence of one thing is juxtaposed with the absence of something else
in order to show that the former exists independently of the latter.
Sure§vara mentions two types of m1vayavyatireka rcasoning.94 The
first is based upon the logical distinction between the subject, the seer
(drk), and the object seen (d[.~ya). '!be second is based on the continued
presence of the "witness" (sak$in) in contrast with the discontinuity of
what is witnessed. "!be first method aims to arrive at the "pure subject"
by successively discarding whatever can be objectified, for what can be
objectified cannot be identical to the subject. The second method reveals
that Awareness is invariable by showing the non-deviation (avyabhicara)
of A warcncss in spite of the deviation of other factors. For example, the
non-deviation of Awareness as against the changeability of cognitions,
and the non-deviation of Awareness throughout the three variable states,
waking, dream and dreamless sleep. This second type of anvayavyatireka
reasoning is also known as "vyabhicara (deviation) and avyabhicara (nondcviation)" and these two terms clearly indicate the procedure involved in
. 95
.
th is
rea<;onmg. Both types of anvayavyatircka have essentially the same
purpose: to negate adventitious factors and conditions from the "I" in
order to reveal the true meaning of the word "I" as the absolute "subjc~t",
as pure Awareness, the invariable among the variable.
Much of the second chapter of the Nai$karmyasid dhi involves the
application of this reasoning to ascertain the real meaning of "I".
Surcsvara proceeds by way of negating the physical body, then also the
subtle body which comprises the senses, the life-energy (priiJJa), the mind
and the ego. He presents a number of reasons to negate the idea that the.
physical body is the true Self. Firstly, he says that the physical body is
not the Self because the body is a product of digested food, and no
discriminating person would look upon food as the Self. Then he
presents the two types of anvayavyatireka reasoning, (a) the body is not
the Self because the body is an object of Awareness, and (b) all objects of
Awareness are variable and are therefore not the invariable Self. A few of
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these verses, together with their prose introductions, arguing that the
body is not the Self because the body is a product of food, are given
below, so that the reader can see Surdvara's vivid treatment of the topic:

body is an object of Awareness by means of
those same sense organs, and (b) because tile
body does not persist in dream.99

Just as it is understood that faeces is not the
Self since it is the product of food, likewise,
the physical body and the senses are a product
of food. Why are they not seen [as not the
Self]?96

The second reason that is given here, "because tile body does not persist
in dream" is not asserting tilat the body somehow cea<;es to exist when
we dream (or sleep), but it says that during dream we have no experience
of tile continuation of our waking body, whereas Awareness does persist.
That must be so, since dream object<; stand revealed to the dreamer.
Surdvara says reasoning should also distinguish the subtle body from
tile Self. While the subtle body consists of seventeen factors, loo Suresvara
concentrates his attention upon the most important of tilese, the mind,
and he determines tilrough tile anvayavyatireka mode of reasoning tilat
cognitive states cannot be tile pure Self:

It is well known [that food] is not the Self before [it is

eaten] and at the end [when it is excreted], so what is the
obstacle [to seeing that food is not tl1e Self] during tile
intervening period?
Before, [food] is certainly not tile Self, once
eaten it becomes the Self due to ignorance.
Therefore a person of discrimination ought to
look upon the body like it is a garland or an
ointment. 97
This teaching - that everytiling from the mind to the
physical body is not the Self - is fully in accord witil the
sruti. This is said in the next verse:
Just as tile one seed is tilreefold, as chaff,
grain and bran, similarly food exists in tilree
ways, as mind, flesh and excretion. 98 ·
He is referring here to tile Chandogya Upani~ad 6.5.1: "Food, when
eaten, becomes divided in tilree ways. The grossest constituent turns into
faeces. The medium constituent becomes flesh. The most subtle
constituent becomes mind."
The second reason why tile body is not the Self directly utilises tile
anvayavyatirekamethod of reasoning. He says:
The wise should know tilat tile body is not tile
Self because (a) just as a pot is an object of
Awareness by means of tile sense organs, tile

"I" and "mine", effort and desire, are not
attributes of the Self, because (a) they are
objectively experienced, like tile attribute of
being thin, and (b) because tiley are transient,
like clotiles. 101
The reasoning based upon tile distinction between subject and object is
frequently used in Advaita, and it figures prominently in Sankara's
introduction (Adhyasabh~ya) to tile Brahmasiitra, which we shall see in
detail in tile following chapter.
There is tile danger tilat this type of rational reflection, based on tile
principle of tile distinction between subject and object, might come to
rest merely at tile ego, resulting in subjectivism, but Suresvara pays
considerable attention to the problem of discriminating out tile objective
factors from tile very notion of tile ego, or "I"-tilought, so as to leave the
Self as tile residual Awareness tilat reveals tile ego-entity itself. In order
to do this, Suresvara presents a number of arguments that rely on the two
types of anvayavyatirekajust mentioned; namely that (a) whatever is seen
is not identical to tile Seer, and (b) whatever is variable cannot be the
persisting Self. In tile following verse he presents an argument that
shows the application of tile first type of reasoning:
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A thing is the quality of the location where it
is perceived, it is not the quality of the one
who sees it. For what is identical to the seer
cannot become an object of perception, like
the Awareness of the seer. l02
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body-mind as the Self only with a view to reveal the Self as the
unnegated substratum. He argues that it is a matter of one's own
introspective experience that cognitions arc transient and that there is an
invariable witness (sak~in) of those cognitions. 106 We will now
highlight some of his discussion about the "witness" Consciousness
(sak~in).

Surdvara argues that a'> the "!"-thought, or ego, is something perceived,
it cannot be an attribute of the perceiver. The ego is therefore strictly an
attribute of the mind, not of the Seer, the pure Awareness. He presents a
series of verses to negate the notion that the ''!''-thought is the essential
Self. In the next verse he utilises the second type of anvayavyatireka
reasoning, and in the two verses that follow it he again employs the first
type:
If the "I" is an attribute of the Self, it would

continue in liberation and in deep sleep. Since
it docs not continue, the "I" must belong to
something else [i.e. to the rnind].103
Since the "I" is known through the means of
knowledge [such as mental perception and
inference] its relation to the Seeing is like that
of a pot etc. [i.e. an object] .104
Nowhere can the same entity be
simultaneously the Seer and the seen. Nor can
the Seer be seen by that which is seen [by the
Seer]. Nor can the Seeing observe the Seer [as
they are identical] .10s
Suresvara has argµed that whatever is an object of Awareness, or is found
to be variable, cannot be identified with the Self. The process of
negation began with the physical body, extended up to the mind and
included the "I" -thought as a particular property of the mind. Negation,
however, is not an end in itself. In the case of the rope-snake it is not
sufficient merely to negate the apparent snake, the real basis of that
appearance must also be pointed out. Similarly, Suresvara negates the

He says it is evident that the mind changes, because it knows things
sequentially. The mind is engaged in thinking about some matter, then it
becomes involved in thinking about something else, and so on, and thus
it is evident that the mind undergoes change. He says:
The mind can be associated with something,
like pler;.sure, a pot, etc. When it knows one
thing, it does not know something else at the
same time. Therefore the mind undergoes
modification. 107
He says that the Self, as the witness of the mind, is changeless, because
the Self reveals "at one stroke", and without undergoing any alteration,
whatever cognition is present in the mind:
Ine one, eternal Self, which sees without any
sequence, constantly pervades, as it were, by
its Awareness, the cognitions tliat disappear in
a moment and take on the various forms of
sound and so forth. 108
Whether in memory, dream, or waking, there
is no cognition l ~ the mind that remains
unpervaded by Awari.;:iess. Therefore the selfluminous . Seeing h ever free from
modification. 109
And arguing on the basis of the distinction between subject and object as
applied to one's ordinary experience of Awareness, he says that the
Awareness-Self, as the residual principle of knowing, must be inherently
free from the known, i.e., it must be intrinsically unaffe 1• .:ed by what it
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reveals. Therefore by its very nature it is unattached (asaiiga), or in the
language of Gam;lapada "untouched" (aspr$fa) by what it reveals.
Suresvara expresses this point in the following two verses:
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removed just by the an vayavyatireka reasoning, the.
sentence "tat tvam asi" etc. would have no scope. 112
He answers this objection in the following verse:

If the Self is miserable, who would be the
witness of the one who is miserable? It is not

correct to say that tl1e one who is miserable is
the witness. Nor is it right to say that the
witness is miserable. 110
The one who is miserable cannot be the witness-Consciousness, because
unhappiness is sometlling known and therefore cannot be identical to tl1e
knower. So too the witness-Consciousness cannot be miserable, because
the subject cannot become its own object, and if the witnessConsciousness is miserable the unhappiness could never become known.
Suresvara then says:
In order to explain the previous verse, the following is said:
One does not become miserable witilout
undergoing a change. How can the one who
undergoes the change be the witness?
Therefore I am free from change, the witness
of tl1e tl10usand modifications of the mind!1 11
The question arises whether anvayavyatireka reasoning renders the
.~mti superfluous. The Upani~ds would not be required if we can arrive at
the Self as the invariable and unaffected knower by reasoning upon our
own experience using tile method of a11vayavyatireka. Suresvara himself
raises this pertinent objection:
The followers of Sankbya raise an objection. They say that
ignorance means erroneous knowledge (mithyajiilina) and it
consists in holding fast to tl1e idea of Self in what is not the
Self, namely the physical body, the sense organs, tile mind
and tile intellect etc. As a result of such ignorance, tile Self
is associated with various miseries. Since that ignorance is

This disc1iminative knowledge contains tl1e
idea of difference. In the witness there is no
difference. The idea of difference is the effect
of ignorance. Statement<; [like "tat tvam asi"]
remove [ignorance by revealing the Self] as
pure Awarencss. 113
What Suresvara says is tilat reasoning by means of anvayavyatireka is a
necessary preparatory step, but it is not sufficient in itself for the
knowledge of reality. This is because discrimination between tile Self
and the "not-Self' gives rise to the radical dualism of Self and Other. By
reasoning on tile basis of the distinction between subject and object we
can distinguish tile Self as tile invariable witness; tile subject over and
against the world, the body and the mind, all of which are witnessed.
Reasoning can proceed thus far, but it terminates in a duality of seer imd
seen, where the latter is as real as the former. So while we can arrive at
the knowledge of the Self as the witness-Consciousness through such
reasoning, that knowledge is not yet advaita, it is not non-duality. This
is presumably why Suresvara says in his Sambandhavartika: "The witness
is in relation to the witnessed. The Self is not inherently a witness. "114
For there is something more to be understood about the Self, namely that
it is intrinsically not limited (a11a11ta). The Self has yet to be liberated
from its false notion of limitation, from its sense of finitude, from its
felt boundaries. Suresvara says: "In the witness there is no difference"
and he says that the idea of difference, as something real, is "the effect of
ignorance". He envisages that the identification statement<> of the smti,
of which the most famous is tattvamasi, can remove this ignorance and
thereby convey a non-relational knowledge of the Self as Absolute and
non-dual.
We have seen Surc§vara say in the introductory statement to his
Nai$kannyasiddhi that neither perception nor inference can remove the
ignorance of the true nature of the Self, because these means of knowledge

372

Tflc Method ofFwly Advaita Vcdanta

reveal sense objects, and the nature of the subject lies therefore outside
their scope. ·However the identification statements of the .~mti, such as
"t.at tvam asi", do have the capacity to generate the immediately liberating
knowledge of the subject, if the seeker is sufficiently prepared, i.e., if the
seeker has done the discrimination of the Self from the "not-Self" by
means of a11vayavyatireka, or can do so at the moment of hearing the
sentence. If the person is not so well-prepared, the anvayavyatirek a
reasoning must be done subsequent to hearing the sentence, so that the
person will come, at some later time, to understand what was originally
revealed at the time of hearing the sentence. Whether this type of
discriminative reasoning known as anvayavyatireka is done before, at the
time of, or after hearing the identification statements, anvayavyatirek a
forms the necessary precondition for the rise of knowledge. But it is the
revelation of the fruti that provides the content of the liberating
knowledge, and so once again we sec the centrality of the sruti for the
traditional follower of Advaita.

(6) How Sankara and Suresvara interpret the sentence "tat
tvam asi"

Sankara
In tl1e third chapter of the Nai~karrnyasiddhi, Sure§vara explains how
sruti statements such as "t.at tvam asi" are able to reveal, through words,
something that lies outside the scope of ordinary language. We will see
Suresvara's explanation of this statement in the light of Sankara's own
treatment of it in the Upade5asahasrI, a text that Suresvara himself has
closely followed.
The difficulty that Sankara must address is how liberation can take
place through language. We have discussed this problem in chapter six
and we will just highlight the main issues here. The ordinary function of
language is to describe sense objects: words denote nouns (Devadatta),
adjectives (Devadatta is bald), actions (Devadatta cooks) and relations
(Devadatta owns a cow). But if language primarily refers to things, how
can language reveal the true nature of the subject who is, by definition,
not a sense object? Perhaps all that the Upani~ads can do is tell us some

Surcfrara

373

ultimate reality exists; but they cannot directly enlighten us about it,
because the Upani~ads are in the form of words, and word<; are impotent to
reveal something that is not a "thing", something that has not been first
objectified by the senses. In Sankara's discussion of the sentence
tattvamasi in the eighteenth chapter of the UpadesasahasrI he tries to
show how it is possible for the words of the sruti, limited though they
are like other words, can yet directly reveal the true nature of the subject.
As a first step towards a solution to this problem Sankara analyses
the structure of the human person, and it is in this context that he
introduces his conception of the ego as a "reflection" (abhasa) of pure
Awareness in the mind. What Sankara says is that the mind, which he
conceives to be a subtle, material entity, exists in immediate proximity
to pure Awareness. Awareness is reflected in this subtle material, anciit
is the reflection of Awareness in the mind that constitutes the individual
"I", the ego. Sailkara provides the illustration of the reflection of a face in
a mirror. According to this analogy, the face represents the Self, i.e., the
pure Awareness, the mirror represents the mind, and the reflection of the
face in the mirror is akin to the "reflection" of the Self in the mind. Such
a reflection is the ego.
Sailkara says:
Just as a mirror, which has the reflection of a
face, takes the form of the face [so that we can
say] "the reflection is the same as the face",
similarly, the "mirror" of the cognitions has
the reflection of Awareness and then [the
word] 'T' [can be used to refer to Brahman]. 115
It is only in this way that the knowledge can

arise that "I am Being Itself". There is no
other way. Moreover the instruction "you are
That" would be meaningless if there is no
medium. 116
What Sankara says is that although the Self, the unconditioned I, the pure
Awareness, is not an object of language, there is a way for words to
reveal the Self and that is through the medium of the ego. The express
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sense of the word "you" (tvam) is the ego, the reflection of Awareness in
the mind, but since the reflection is not something other than the
01iginal Awareness, the word "you" can indicate the non-objective Self if
the hearer is prepared to negate the express sense and take the word in its
implied sense (Jalq;a~ia). This is possible, since the ego, which is the
object of the express sense of the word "you", is not apart from the inner
Self, and thus the ego becomes the medium through which the meaning
of the word "you" is able to indicate the inner-Awareness as the true Self.
Sallkara says:
Words refer to where there is the reflection
[i.e. the mind].
Words can indicate
(Jak~ayeyu{1) the inner-most Seeing, but there
is no way they can directly express it. 117
If it is the case that the mind has the reflection

of Awareness while t11e Self is Awareness
itself, then the Veda is right when it reveals
the Self through words such as Awareness
(j1iana) [which directly refer to cognition but
which can indicate the Self]. 118
In t11is way, Sankara maintains that the words of the sruti can indeed
reveal the nature of the subject; in that they first expressly refer to the
ego and then, through the medium of the ego, they indicate the true Self
that is the essence of the ego.
Having presented the way by which words can be made to indicate the
Self, Sankara proceeds to the analysis of t11e complete sentence. He says
that the meaning of the word tat (That) and the meaning of the word asi
(is) are already known to the hearer. 119 The word tat expresses Being
Itself (sat) which was revealed earlier in the Chandogya Upani~ad (6.2.1)
as the fundamental reality ("one only, non-dual") present prior to the
origin of the world and from which the world of "name-and-form"
(namarfipa) became manifest. The word asi (is) shows that the two words
tvam (you) and tat (That) refer to a single entity .120 Tvam and tat are
thus to be mutually identified: tvam is identical to tat and tat is identical
to tvam. But that does not mean the two words are initially presented as
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synonyms, for each word conveys its own meaning: the word tvam (you)
literally refers to the ego, whereas the word tat (That) literally refers to
Bral1man, Being Itself. These two words, which have different primary
meanings, are made explicitly co-referential by the verb asi (is), and it is
their co-referentiality that becomes the key to unlocking the meaning of
the sentence. Co-referentiality (samanadhikaral)ya) is an important
gnunmatical term which describes the situation when words in a sentence
are in the same grammatical case, and have a single referent, without
being synonyms. 121 The' principal feature of co-referentiality is that
different words refer to one and the same entity. In the case of "tat tvam
asi", however, the co-refcrentiality of the two terms produces what seems
to be an unintelligible meaning. 122 How can the primary meaning of
tvam, the ego, be identified with tat, the Being itself that existed prior to
the manifestation of the world? 'lbe co-referentiality of the two terms
calls the intelligibility of the sentence into question. At this critical
juncture a solution can be found by discarding the incompatible elements
of the words. tat and tvam while retaining whatever is common to the two
terms. Thus the solution is possible through indication (or implication)
(lak~al)a), by abandoning the primary senses of the two words and
accepting a common implied meaning; and the ability to do this requires
that the hearer has first ascertained, through anvayavyatireka, that the true
Self is pure Awareness and not the ego. Sankara says:
In the case of sentences such as tat tvam asi
etc., the meaning of t11e sentence, namely that
"I am ever free", does not become evident
owing to a lack of discrimination concerning
the meaning of the word "you" (tvam).
Therefore there is the mention of
anvayavyatireka in order to discriminate the
meaning of tvam, and for no other purpose.
For when there is the discrimination of the
word· "you", the meaning of the sentence
becomes evident, like a vilva fruit placed in
the palm of one's hand.123
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Sankara explains how the sentence reveals a non-relational
(akhm:u;Jartha) meaning, through the negation of the primary meaning of
the two terms and tl1e understanding of tile implied meaning. He says:
Since tl1e word tvam is in association [with
tl1e word tat] which expresses freedom from
soffow, the word tvam comes to mean the one
who is free from sorrow. So too, because of ·
the association of tile word tat [with tile word·
tvam] which expresses the inner-Self, tile word
13t [comes to mean the inner-Self]. 124
The word tat mem1s tile inner-Self and tvam
has the. meaning of the word tat. The two
words remove [the notions that tlle inner-Self]
is soffowful and tllat [Brahman] is oilier tllan
tlle inner-Self-. 125
Since obstructions have been removed, and
because one's nature is Experience per se [i.e.
pure Awareness], tile right knowledge about
one's Self would certainly arise tllen, tllere is
no doubt. 126
To summarise. The words 13i and tvam express different meanings. The
word tat refers to tlle self-existing absolute Being. The word tvam
directly refers to the ego, i.e., tlle mind possessing tile reflection of
Awareness ( cidabhasa). Since tlle cidabhlisa is not separate from its
substratum, pure Awareness, tlle word tvam can indicate tile substratum
if tile hearer has clarified the understanding of tvam through
anvayavyatireka. When tlle sentence is heard, tile co-referentiality of tile
two words brings tlleir literal meanings into opposition and tile meaning
of tile sentence is rendered unintelligible. The juxtaposition of the terms
shows tllat tlley qualify each oilier, tile meaning of tat is qualified by tile
meaning of tvam and vice versa, and tllis juxtaposition provides tile
solution to tlleir opposition and to tlle unintelligibility of tile sentence if
the hearer resorts to lak1~ar:ia: for each term negates tile contrary attribute,
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given in the express meaning, from tlle oilier tenn, so tllat the two words
reveal by implication what is common to botll; and tllus tlle sentence
reveals tlle undivided nature of the Self. Sankara says:
The basis of tlle word "I" is in the luminous,
inner-Self. It is this substratum which is said
[by tlle sentence] "you are Being Itself'. The
result is liberation. 127
The sentence tllus serves to liberate tlle ego from its sense of finitude by
revealing tllat its basis and true Self is undivided (akilmp;Ja) BeingAwareness.

Sure5vara

Most of tlle third chapter of tile Nai$karmyasiddhi is devoted to an
analysis and explanation of tlle sentence "tat tvam asi". We have seen
tllat Sankara has refeffed, tllough in a somewhat unsystematic manner, to
co-referentiality (slimlinlidhikarar:iya.), the juxtaposition of tlle two terms,
and to the use of implication. Near the beginning of his chapter
Suresvara encapsulates in one verse tllese tllree points which he will later
expand upon. He says:
Co-referentiality (samanlidhikara~1ya), the
relation of qualifier and qualified
(vifo$aIJavifo$yatli ), and the relation of
indicated and indication (1 ak $ y a Jak,~ar:iasarr1bandha). These are tile relations
tllat exist between tile words, tlleir meanings,
and the inner-Self. 128

.

Thus tl1ere are tllree steps to understanding tile sentence "you are That"
(tattvamasi). The first involves co-referentiality (sama11adhikar~1ya).
Here, tile second person singular of the verb to be (asi) shows tllat tile
words "you" (tvam) and "That (13t) are in grammatical apposition and
refer to one and the same entity. The second step then follows, for as a
result of tlleir co-referentiality tile meanings of the two words qualify one
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another (viSC$8.l.1avifo$yatli): the meaning of tvam is the meaning of
tat,
and vice versa. But this brings the primary meanings of the words
into
opposition, for it is not intelligible to equate the meaning of. tvam,
the
finite jlva, with the meaning of tat, the infinite Brahman. This le~ds
to
the final stage; in order to make sense of the sentenc e the pnmary
meanin gs of both terms are abando ned and a second ary meanin
g is
understood. This third step necessitates the use of implication (lak$aIJl
i.),
where a relatio n of indicat ion and what is to be indicat
ed
(lak$yalak$aIJBsamba11dha) occurs between the ego "I" and the innerm
ost
Self, the pure Awarene~. If this explanation is reasonably clear then
we
should be able to follow what Suresvara says in the following verses:
The word "that" (tat) reveals many things in
the world, but without relinquishing its sense
of remoten ess. Remote ness belong s to the
primary meaning of the word. 129
In the same way, the word "you" (tvam)
express es the meanin g of mere immc;,diacy,
but without relinquishing its sense of referring
to the suffering individ ual (samsarin). For
that [referri ng to the sufferin g individ ual]
belong s to the primar y meanin g of the
word. 130
Since the primary meanings are contradictory, the meanings
of remoteness and suffering cannot be the intended sense.
This is said:
The subject [tvam] of the senten ce[tat tvam
asi], who possess es the specific quality [of
suffering], does not enter into a relation with
what is signified by the predicate [tat]. 131
'file word "that" [tat] is the qualifier [i.e. the
predicate] and "you" [tvam] is the qualified
[i.e. the subject]. The relatio~ of indicat ed
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and indicati on betwee n the two words must
take place through the inner Self. 132
Just as the snake can indicate the rope, so can
the "I" indicat e the innerm ost Self. One
knows the meanin g of the sentenc e just by
the negation of the "I", because the innermost
Self is the ba<;is of the "I". 133
This immediate apprehension of the non-relational meaning
is only for the person who knows the method of
anvayavyatireka. For:
To the extent that a person moves toward the
innermost Self by setting aside [identification
with] the body etc., to that extent the meaning
of tat is ready to enter into the meanin g of
tvam.13 4

The co-refe rentiali ty of the words brings their meanin gs
into
juxtapo sition; but the sentenc e is unintel ligible if we underst and
the
words according to their primary meanings. The seemingly inescap
able
situation of contradiction and unintelligibility forces the hearer to seek
a
solution that will immediately resolve what is, in fact, the bafflement
of
a paradox. The search for a way out impels the hearer to gra<>p lak$aIJli.
a~
the only alternative. The primary meanings must be abandoned, and
a
secondary, implied meaning commo n to both tenns has to be sought.
By doing so, the hearer directly apprehe nds the solutio n that
the
innermost Awareness is in fact the limitless Brahman. In this way,
by
revealing the true nature of the inner-Self, the sentence serves to release
the inner-S elf from its sense of finitude. 135 Such an· understanding
can
occur if the hearer -who is endowe d with qualities such as tranqui
llity
(sama) etc. -is able to disc1iminate the non-Se lf from the Self by
means of
anvayavyatireka. In the absence of such discrimination, Suresva
ra says
the sentence would be like music to a deaf person. 136
We can see that accordi ng to both Sankar a and Suresv ara the
mahava kya sentenc e tattvamasi reveals its meaning through
indication
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(lak$aI.Ja).131 The question arises as to what is the type of lak$81.Jli. they
use. I have discussed fak$81.Jli. with reference to Sankara in the preceding
chapter and so I will confine my comment'> to Suresvara. We saw in the
previous chapter that lak$m)a is said to be of three types. (1) Jahallak$aI.Jil,
where the primary meaning is completely given up, as in the statement:
"the village is on the Ganges". Here the unintelligible literal meaning
"on the Ganges" is completely abandoned in favour of an implied
meaning: "on the bank". (2) Ajahallak$81.Jil, where the primary meaning
is not given up, but an additional meaning is implied, as in the statement
"the white is running".• Here the direct meaning of the word "white" is
retained and a further meaning is added, as implied by the context in order
to make the sentence intelligible. Thus the statement "the white is
running" might contextually imply: "the white horse is running". (3)
Jahadajahallak$a~1a or bhagatyagalak$81.J8, where a part of the primary
me~ing is retained and a part of it is given up. In the case of the
sentence denoting a recognition: "this is that Devadatta", there is the
negation of the incompatible aspects belonging to past time and place,
i.e., "that", and present time and place, i.e., "this", so as to recognise the
essential identity of the person as persisting throughout, for otherwise it
is not logically possible that Devadatta of the past and the present could
be identical.
In the Nai$kannyasiddhi, Suresvara uses lak$aIJ.a of the first and the

third type, though he does not use the names by which they have become
known in later Advaita literature. In the following verse it seems he uses
jahallak$81.Jli. :
Just as the snake can indicate the rope, so can
the "I" indicate the innermost Self. One
knows the meaning of the sentence just by
the negation of the "I", because the innermost
Self is the basis of the 'T' .138
Here, the entire meaning of "tvam" is negated in favour of the implied .
meaning of its basis, the pure Awareness. However at other places his
teaching would suggest bhagatyagalak$~18., because the juxtaposition of
the meaning (visC$81.Javisc$yabhava) of the two terms serves to remove
the limitations from the meaning of tvam and this is compatible with an
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interpretation by way of bhagatyagalak$aIJ.a. Also, he frequently says
that the Self is indicated "through the '!'-thought" (ahamvrttya). 139 The
use of the instrumental ca<;e "through" suggests that the indication is by
way of bhagatyagalak$81.Jil, for in the sense of "I" it is the objective ego
ac;pect that is given up, while the non-object, pure Awareness aspect, the
core-I, is what is indicated through the ego ac;pect. For example, he says:
Due to some partial similarity, the Self is
indicated by the "I" -thought, which is both a
subject and an object. Ibe Self is not directly
denoted [by the 'T']. 140
Though the ego is the subject of transactional life, it is an object to the
pure Awareness, so the ego is said to be both a subject and an object.
Again:
Immutable Awareness, that is innermost, is
the inherent nature of the Self. It [the fact that
the Self is Awareness and is innermost] is the
cause for [the mind having respectively]
cognisership and the sense of "I". Due to this
reason, the Self is indicated through these two
[cognisership and the "I"].141
The difference between the two approaches of jahallak$aIJ.a and
bhagatyagalak$81.Jil (or jahadajahallak$81.Jil) would seem to be quite subtle,
for by jahallak$81.Jil there is the negation of the ego-entity in its entirety,
and the indication refers to its substratum, the pure Awareness.
According to bhagatyagalak$81.Jil., however, the "!"-sense is treated as a
composite of two aspects, the ego aspect, as well as the pure Awareness
aspect. The ego aspect is set aside and the indication refers to the non.
objective, pure Awareness aspect of the "!"-sense. Sankara taught that
there are two a<;pects involved in the "I"-sense and this was further
highlighted by Padmapada, as we shall see. Later Advaitins, notably
Vidyara.Qya in the Paiicada§I and Sadananda in the Vedanta.sara, have
argued that the correct way of interpreting the sentence "tat tvam asi" is
only by bhilgatyagalak$81.Jil (jahadajahallak$3IJ.il ), and this is also the way
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that is presented in some of the works asc'fibed, though erroneously, to
Saiikara, such as the Vivekacii{iamaIJi. 142 The explanation of the sentence
by way of bhagatyagalak§aIJli does seem to be the most satisfactory way
of interpretation. Some of the later Advaita texts have also specified that
the primary meaning (vacyartha) of the word tat is I svara. This has the
advantage of bringing the primary meaning of the two terms tat and tvam
into sharper opposition, which then allows for resolution by way of
bl1agatyagalak~a, where both the upadhis of jivatva and I svaratva are set
aside in the implication of their common ground as undivided Awareness.
Whether Suresvara explains tattvamasi by means of jahallak§aIJli or
bhagatyagalak§aI)li, or by either at different places, there is no doubt that
he interprets the sentence by way of lak§aIJa. He employs lak§aIJli in his
other works as well; and in his viirtika on the BrhadaraIJyaka Upani$ad he
interprets the statement "not this, not this" (neti neti) by way of
Jaksana.143 This only strengthens what we said in the previous chapter:
the~ ts fundamentally a single method in the classical Advaita of Sankara
and his immediate disciples, and it consists in the negation from the Self
of all objectified aspects (drsya), coupled with the use of lak§aIJa to
directly point out one's true nature. The purpose is to liberate the self
from its sense of frnitude by revealing that the innermost Self is actually
the limitless Brahman. The use of lak§aIJa must be acknowledged if
words, which are relational by nature, are to function as the vehicle for
generating a non-relational (avakyartha) knowledge. According to Sankara
and Suresvara, an immediate, non-relational, and liberating knowledge can
arise out of understanding the implied meaning of the principal sruti
sentences.144 Other Advaitins, who did not use lak§aIJa in their
interpretation of the sruti, held that words could only produce mediate,
theoretical knowledge, which necessitated further supplementation with
yogic-type practices in order to transform into direct knowledge.
Suresvara takes issue with their position, a view that has, nonetheless,
become dominant in later Advaita circles under the influence of the
commentator Vacaspatimisra (c. 850 CE). 145 It is to this discussion that
we will now tum.
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(7) Suresvara on the PrasankhyD.na
Both Sankara and Suresvara present a refutation of prasarikhyana, a
rival doctrine in the Advaita tradition. 146 The teaching called
prasalikhyana was espoused by Ma9(.laruunisra, an Advaitin who is
believed to have been an elder contemporary of Sankara, and whose views
diverged from those of Sankara on a number of matters, especially
concerning the combination of Upani$adic knowledge with the continued
performance of rites. In his Brahmasiddhi, Mffi!(.lana puts forward the
following view concerning the capacity of the .{ruti to generate liberating
knowledge.
Even when reality has been determined with certainty from
a means of knowledge and the false appearances all cease,
they nonetheless can stiUpersist due to some special cause.
For example, the error of seeing a double moon, or a
confusion about direction, persists in people who have
ascertained the t.I:uth about the moon or the direction from
the speech of a competent person. In the same way, false
appearances persist in a person who has understood the true
nature of the Self from the traditional texts, which are free
from doubt, because of the power of strong mental
impressions accumulated through the repetition of
beginningless wrong understanding. In order to remove
those false appearances, something other [than just
knowledge from the traditional text] is required. On the
basis of ordinary experience what is required is the
repetition of the seeing of reality, and as well as that there
is the performance of rituals etc. which are known from the
Veda. Repetition makes a mental impression firm, it
obstructs earlier impressions and builds upon its own effect.
Rituals etc. accomplish the same thing in some unseen
manner, or as others say, by destroying the impurities
which stand in the way of the highest good, since the
purpose of the obligatory rituals is to remove sin.147
Mffi!Qana says that the sruti is a true means of knowledge (pramlil}a).
It reveals to us the truth just as a competent authority can tell us the
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truth about which way is north or south if we are confused about the
direction. When we have heard the truth from the .~mti our mistaken
notions cease, just as they do when we have found out the true direction.
But in addition to this, Ma1.1<,lana says that even when we come to know
the truth from the sruti, and our erroneous knowledge therefore ceases,
that erroneous knowledge nonetheless can still be seen to persist. This
seems to be a contradiction, for why should error continue once the truth
is known? This is because the knowledge gained from the smti is merely
theoretical. The false appearances "cease" only in so far as we have now
learnt what the truth is, but they "persist" because our knowledge is still
theoretical or conceptual.
Ma1.1c.Iana explains this point through the illustration of a person who,
having found out what the true direction is, can still become bewildered
again. Or a person who has been told that there is only a single moon
and yet continues to see two moons! But why should error continue even
when we have learnt the truth? Ma1.1c.Iana says it is because the previous,
erroneous mental impressions, are stronger than the impression generated
by the operation of the pramliI_ia. The erroneous impressions have been
strengthened by habitual repetition in the mind over a long period, and
they naturally tend to overwhelm the new impression generated by
hearing the truth, with the result that even when the truth is known, the
error born of habit is seen to persist. What is the remedy for this?
According to Ma1.1c.Iana, the remedy is to make the new impression
generated by the pramliIJ.a stronger than the erroneous impressions. Just
as the erroneous impressions became firmly embedded through
habituation, so the knowledge of the truth must be repeatedly meditated
upon to the extent that it can no longer be overwhelmed by erroneous
impressions. It is a matter of common sense, Ma1.1cJana says, that when
we repeat our knowledge of something the knowledge becomes firm in
our minds. Ma1.1c.Iana further says that in addition to repeated meditation,
commonly known as prasaiikhyiiJJa, the performance of the prescribed
Vedic rituals generates a helpful effect and so they ought to be performed.
Later in the Brahmasiddhi, he says:
Verbal knowledge is indirect (parolcya), while the :ippearance
of the world is directly experienced (pratyak$ari1pa). So
since they do not mutually oppose each other, the
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appearance of the world is not something unrelated to the
Self, it is not that it doesn't do anything and it is a
bondage ..... When the nature of the Self is made directly
evident to a person through meditation (upasana) etc,, then
there is opposition [between the directly experienced
appearance of the world and the immediate knowledge of the
Self], so even if the appearance of the world continues to
exist it is not related to the Self... .it doesn't do anything and
it is not a cause of fear .....
Moreover, verbal knowledge, depending upon a means of
knowledge, lasts just an instant and there is opportunity for
confusion once again. For we see that if a person does not
continuously remember the means of knowledge, a rope can
once again cause fear due to the error that it is a snake! But
if [you say] that even in meditation, the person has just
continually to repeat the verbal knowledge [obtained from
the Upani~ads], [we reply] what else is upasana other than
this?l48
The important point to be noted from the above passage is that
MUI.lcJana explicitly states that verbal testimony can produce only an
indirect knowledge. Verbal knowledge functions by way of understanding
the meaning of sentences, and to understand the meaning of a sentence
requires an understanding of the meaning of the individual inflected words
in the sentence, as well as their interrelationship. Verbal knowledge is
necessarily relational, it is infused throughout with duality, it is
conceptual and produces only indirect knowlcdge. 149 This indirect
knowledge acquired from the Upani~ads cannot oppose our direct
experience of duality, hence something additional is required to convert
the indirect knowledge into a direct knowledge. MU1.1c.Iana says that
repeated meditation makes the indirect Upani~adic knowledge into direct
knowledge; the latter can then stand in opposition to the appearance of
duality and put an end to the idea that duality is real as well as to all the
other errors conditional upon that idea. The second point to note here is
that MUI.1<.lana specifies what he means by meditation: meditation is
repeatedly going over the indirect knowledge gained from the Upaniz;ads
until that knowledge becomes immediate and vivid, like a perception. By
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meditation, Mar.u;lana does not mean an explicit yogic discipline requiring
total sense -suspension, or concentration upon some imagined centres
loca~d within the body; he means the repetition of the indirect knowledge
obtained from the Upani~ads until it becomes immediate knowledge. So
we should not overlook the centrality of the Upani~ads to the world of the
traditional Vedantin, even in this matter of repeated meditation.
On a number of occasions in the Nai~yasiddhi Suresvara outlines
a teaching of prasalikhyana that resembles the view of Mal)<;lana described
abo~e. _Suresvara understands prasalikhyana to involve the repetition of
the srutl statements, such as "I am Brahman", as well as the repetition of
the anvayavyatireka reasoning. 150 The essential characteristic of
prasankhyana is that it is a mental activity involving repetition. Its
purpose is to convert the necessarily mediate (parok$a) knowledge gained
from the Sruti into an immediate experience of the truth.
Here he presents the view of an opponent which is very similar to
·
that of Mfil)<;lana:
Though the right knowledge is powerful, we find that it
gets sublated by wrong knowledge arising from something
other than a means of valid knowledge. Because even when
someone has the highest knowledge, ideas of doership and
enjoyership, desires and aversions etc.-which come from
ignorance- still make their appearance. And there is no
possibility of those occurring without right knowledge
being negated, as they are opposed to right knowledge.151
.... Others say that the knowledge "I am Brahman" produced
from the Vedanta sentences does not apprehend the real
nature of the, Self, because such knowledge is relational.
What then?, When one repeats this knowledge
c9ntinuously, like the flow of the Gang~. another
knowledge arises that is non-relational and is different [from
the verbal knowledge]. And it is that kriowledge alone
which removes the entire darkness of ignorance, for there is
the §ruti statement: "the Brahmal)a, after knowing, should
gain direct knowledge" (BU 4.4.21).152 ·

Sure§vara

387

The argument contained in these passages can be reduced to two
points. 153 (a) The knowledge gained from the Upani~ads is always
mediate, because knowledge is always relational. So there cannot be an
immediate apprehension of the truth through the medium of language.
This is evident from the fact that even people who are said to understand
the highest truth can be found to exhibit characteristics in common with
ignorant persons, such as doership and enjoyership, desires and aversions.
(b) Since this is so, the remedy lies in the repetition of the Upani~ad
sentences such as "I am Brahman", along with repeated use of
anvayavyatireka reasoning. Such constant repetition will generate a new,
non-verbal knowledge, that will have the capacity to remove ignorance.
Sankara and Suresvara oppose this teaching called prasankhyana
because they maintain that the words of the sruti do have the capacity to
produce liberating knowledge in the mind of a prepared seeker. Suresvara
replies to the first of the above passages in the following verse:
Since ignorance has been sublated, it never
sublates knowledge. The impressions left
over by ignorance will certainly become an
occasion to recollect the knowledge. 154
Suresvara refuses to accept that knowleqge, once it has arisen and sublated
ignorance, can be sublated by the return of ignorance. Any impressions
of ignorance that may still arise, consisting of notions of doership and so
forth, are negated when they arise since they become the o~asion for the
recollection of the knowledge of one's true nature. And at the end of the
Nai$karmyasiddhi, Suresvilra dismisses the idea that the jiianI could
behave in some sinful manner.155
In response to the second passage, Suresvara says:
The knowledge from the scripture, at one
stroke, destroys ignorance which is the
support of action and the factors of action.
Therefore, there is no combination of these
two [knowledge andri~].156
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Repetition of the verbal knowledge is a mental action, and such an action
requires the notion of real agentship, as does the perfmmance of rituals.
But when knowledge destroys ignorance - upon which rest the erroneous
notions of the reality of agentship etc. - why should one perform those
.
ritual activities that presuppose the reality of agentship?
Suresvara's other arguments against the prasalikhyana are basically of
two types. Firstly, he says that tl1e teaching of prasaiikhyana fails to
appreciate a very important fact, namely that the Self is, by its very
?ature,_ self-lun_iinous and thereby self-evident If the Self is always
lffimediately evident (aparok;;a) to experience, how can you argue tliat it
can be known only mediately (parok;;a) ? He says:
Though a thing is mediate, it appears as if
immediate and as if the Self on account of the
witness-Self. So how can there be the idea
that the Self is mediate?157
The second set of arguments revolve around the point that the sruti is a
means of knowledge whereas meditation is not a means of knowledge. If
a means of knowledge fails to generate knowledge, mere repetition of tlle
m~a~s of knowledge will not produce knowledge. At best, he says, it
will mcrease one's power of concentration.1 ss Moreover, the sru ti
statements will relinquish their self-validity and will be reduced to the
po~ition of: mere auxiliary statements (arthavlida) that are for the purpose
of mculcatmg meditation:
If [you say that] experience takes place from [a

combination of] merely hearing the scripture
as well as from performing the enjoined
action [i.e. prasalikhyana], then [we say] that
iLreality is not ascertained [from the sruti
itself] the .fruti would be just informative, as
is seen in the ca"e of auxiliary statements. 159
Suresvara, however, is prepared to make room for the teaching of
prasankhyana, on his own terms, as he points out with a touch of

humour:
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If you cannot live without prasa1ikhyli11a, we will provide a

place for it within listening (.fravaI}.a) etc. How?
Let the method of repetition in the
prasa1ikhyana be applied to one's hearing the
sruti. A person understands UPO!l correctly
hearing what was heard a little, or halfheard.160
The essential disagreement is that the follower of prasalikhyana believes
that the fruti just provides informative statements about Brahman.
Brahman has then to be realised by repeating tlle meaning of the
sentences such as "I am Brahman" and continuing to reason about the
Self and the not-Self. Thus the follower of prasalikhyana lives under the
expectation that tl1e manifestation of the real nature of tlle Self depends
upon generating some type of experience through repeated acts of
reasoning and meditation. Sankara and Sure§vara oppose this teaching,
because it sets up a false dichotomy between theory and practice, with
hearing the smti falling within the ambit of the former; whereas they
both maintain that the words of the .fruti have the capacity to produce
liberating knowledge when their meaning is correctly understood.
Sankara and his followers treat repetition as having the essentially
negative function of removing obstructions to seeing what is directly
revealed by the sruti; whereas the followers of prasaiikhyana have the
opposite view, tllai the theoretical know ledge from the sruti ha" to be
turned into a direct knowledge through the practice of repetition. Thus
Sankara and Suresvar-d differ from the prnsaiikhyanavadins, like Mar:iQa.na
and also Vacaspatimisra, about tlle role that the sruti plays in liberation
and, as a result of tllis, they further differ about just how the practices of
rational reflection (mlmana) and contemplation (nididhyasana) fit into the
context of liberation. This last point is further developed by Padmapada,
as we will see in the following chapter.
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82, Oct-Dec. 1962. His arguments are largely restated in his
book, A Study of the Bralllilasiddhi of MaIJ<Jana Misra. Varanasi:
Chaukhamba Amarabharati Prakasan, 1983. His views have been
criticised by Allen Thrasher in his work, The Advaita Vedanta of
Brahma-Siddhi. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1993, p.156, n.37.
J. Bader, in his Conquest of the Four Quarters, op.cit., p.60,
n.34, makes the interest ing observa tion that the importa nt
Smikaravijaya of Vyasacala (5.37ff.), and the Gumvamsakavya. of
Laksmana§astri (2.47ff.), refer to an attendan t and disciple of
Ku~arila named MaQ{,lana who is quickly won over by Sankara
just prior to Sankara meeting Visvarupa.
-

According to Jonathan Bader, three texts name the opponent of
Sankara in the debate as Mai:i<,lana: the influential Smikarav~jaya of
Anantanandagiri, the Smlkara;:ijayavilasa of Cidvilasa, and the
Sankar abhyud aya of Tiruma la Dik~ita. (Madha va's
Salikaradigv~jaya (c.1650-1798), drawing upon diverse sources,
mentions both the names, Mai:i<;lana and Visvarupa). Cf. Jonathan
Bader, Conquest of the Four Quarters: Traditional Accowits of the
Life of Smikara. Unpubli shed Ph.D. Thesis, The Australi an
National University, 1991, p.51, 60.
2

Ibid., p.51, 60. Four text<> refer to Visvariipa: the Salikaravijaya
of Vyiisiicala, the Sa1ikaracaryacarita of Govinda natha, the
Sa1ika rabhyu daya of Rajaciic,lamaQi Dik~ita, and the
GuruvmiJ.fakavya of Lak~manasastri. S. Srirama SastrI, in the
Sanskrit introduction to his edition of the Paiicapadika, equates
Suresvara in his pilrvasrmna with Visvarupa, who composed the
commentary Balakri(ia on the Yajiiavalkyasmrti, but he does not
identify him with MaQc,lana. Cf. S. Srirama Sastri (ed.),
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4

S. Kuppuswami S~stri, Brahmasiddhi by Acharya MaIJ<Janami§ra,
op.cit., p.36, line 18ff.
US (~erse portion) 1. 3-5.

6

The term <l vicarita siddha , or a variatio n of it such as
avicari taprasi ddha, or the more frequen tly used term
avicaritasamsiddhi, are characteristic expressions of Surcsvara that
occur regularly in the NS and the BlJBhV. For example: NS 1.1
(sambandhokti); 2.97 (samb.); 2.112 (samb.); 3.66 (i'icarnm na
sa.1'1ate); 3.113 (samb.). BUBhV 1.4.332, 1329; 2.3.192, 224;
2.4.422; 3.4.131; 3.8.31; 4.3.352, 382.

7

TIJBh 2.1, p.283, line 8f., (tr) p.291.

8

NS 2. 95.

See the introduction by S. Kuppuswami Sastri to his edition of
the Brahma siddhi. S. Kuppuswami Sastri, Brahma siddhi by

9

Cf. Chapter five, (4) "Namariipa".

Acharya MaIJ<Janamisra With Commentary by SaiikhapaIJi.

10

Delhi: Sri Satguru Publications, 1984 [first published 1937] p.l
ff. For the opposing view see R. Balasubramanian, "Identity of
Mai:ic,lanamisra", Journal of the American Oriental Society, vol.

NS 2.45.

11

NS 2.112.

Paiicapadika of Padmapada with two Commentaries and the
PaiicapadikavivaraIJmn of Prakasatman with two Commentaries,

Madras Govt. Oriental Series CLY, 1958, p.15f. Patrick
Olivelle, however, questions the identification of Visvariipa with
Suresva ra. Cf. Patrick Olivelle, The .iHrama System: The
History and Hemieneutics of a Religious Tradition, op.cit., p.199

and n.54.

392

The Method of Early Advaita Vedanta

12

BUBhV (vol.l) 1.4.332, p.333. Also, BUBhV (vol.l) 1.4.340,
p.334; also verse 985, p.415. 2.3.186, p.664. 2.4.229, p.694.

13

NS 2.44, 45 (samb).

14

CU 6.1.4ff. BU 4.3.lff.

15

NS 2.115.

16

NS 2. 99.

17

BUBhV (vol.1) 189, p.47. T.M.P. Mahadevan [Ed. and tr.], The
Samba11dha-Vartika of Surefraracarya. Madras: University of
Madras, 1972 [second edition], 189b-190a, p.97. Also BUBhV
(vol.l) 190, p.48; 1002, p.181; 1058, p.189. TUBhV 2.611,
614.

18

For example, in the Smnbandhavarttika cf. BUBhV (vol.1) 151,
189, 190, 1001, 1002, 1058. Also TUBhV 2. 614 (also found
with slight alteration in BUBh V 1.4.873).

19

R. Balasubramanian, Advaita Vedanta. Madras: Centre for
Advanced Study in Philosophy, University of Madras, 1976,
p.146ff. Also R. Balasubramanian, A Study of the Brahmasiddhi
of Mal)(iana Misra, op.cit., cf. eh. V.

20

21

BUBhV (vol.1) 919-922, p.169f. Mahadevan, op.cit., 920-923,
p.492f. Also BUBhV 2.1, 594, 595, p.638.
R. Balasubramanian, The Taittiriyopani;;ad-Bh~ya- Vartika of
Sure§vara, Madras: University of Madras, 1984 (revised ed.),
Also R. Balasubramanian, A Study of the
p.169-70.
Brahmasiddhi of MaIJ.{im1a Misra, op.cit., eh. V. Also, BUBhV
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Also,

22

1UBhV 2.144.

23

Suresvara uses the expression akaryakaraIJ.a fairly frequently, eg.
TUBhV 2. 140. BUBhV(vol.1) 2.4, 206, p.692; 347, p.701.
BUBhV(vol.2) 3.8, 123, p.859; 4.2.88, p.905.

24

BUBhV (vol.1) 2.4. 244, p.696. The statement that "nothing
originates from this [Atman]" etc. is modelled upon KaU 2.18.
Also cf. BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.403, p.343.

25

TUBhV 2.140.

26

BUBhV (vol.l) 1.4.626, P:371. This verse is repeated at
2.1.384, p.617. Anandagiri says: "The non-existent is not
born, because it is non-existent, like a man's horn. Nor even is
the existent born, because it exists, like the Self. Nor is there no
origination, because it is seen that there is. Therefore origination
is an imaginative construction by the mind (kalpita)."

27

BUBhV (vol.1) 2.1.266, p.605.

28

TUBhV 3.68. GK 3.29-30; 4.61-62.

29

BUBhV (vol.1) 2.1.385, p.617.

3J

BUBhV (vol.l) 2.1.386, p.617. Suresvara also refers to
Gam;lapada in BUBhV (vol.2) 4.4.886 p.1227, and verses 887,
888 cite GK 2.38 and 3.46 respectively. However this reference
occurs in the context of developing the argument of a
piirvapak$in. He also refers to Gaugapada in NS 4.44, and verses
41, 42 cite GK 1.11 and 15 respectively.
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BUBhV (vol.1) 2.1.387, p.617. Also cf. BUBhV (vol.1) 1.2.27,
p.206: "Cause and so forth are presented to establish the Self that
is of the nature [mentioned in the previous verse as: 'unborn, one,
self-existent, the inner-Self, seeing nothing as other'). Those who
know [the tradition, i.e., Gau<,lapada] have briefly stated: 'it is a
means to lead one to understand'."
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BUBh V (vol.1) 1.2, v.135, p.221.

43

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.2, v.136, p.221. Pandit T. Srinivasa Sastri,
formerly of Deccan College, in a personal communication referred
to the expression maull avidya from this verse to show that
Suresvara accept<> a primary power often called avidya. This verse
is also cited as evidence by S. Srirama Sastri in the introduction to
his edition of the Paiicapadika. S. Srirama Sastri (ed.),
Paiicapadika of Padmapada with two Commentaries, op.cit.,
p.53.

44

NS 3.1 (samb).

45

NS 3. vv.7-8.

46

NS 3.58 (samb).

47

Cf. for example, BUBhV (vol.2) 4.3.979, p.1026.

48

NS 3.1 (samb), anatmana5cajiianaprasutatvat. For Suresvara,
avidya and ajiiana are synonyms, cf. BUBhV (vol.1) sambandha.
1088-1089, p.194. Mahadevan, op.cit, vv.1089b-1090a, 1090b1091a, p.582.

49

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.371, p.338. Also, 11JBhV 2.371, 408, 417
(this latter verse exhibits a resemblance to GK 2.12.).

50

NS 3.15 (samb). BUBhV (vol.l) sambandha. 1006, p.182.
Mahadevan, op.cit., 1007b-1008a, p.539. BUBhV (vol.1)
1.4.371, p.338; (vol.2) 4.3.338, p.948. With reference to the
beginninglessness of avidya cf., for example, BUBhV(vol.1) 2.1,
v.223, p.600; (vol.2) 3.9, v.160, p.883; 4.3, v.348, p.949.

.

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.402, p.342.
GK 2.17, 18. Sankara, eg. BUBh 3.5.1, p.811, line 6, (tr) p.333.
Suresvara, eg. BUBhV (vol.2) 4.3.321, p.946.

3:1

BUBhV (vbl.2) 3.8.130, p.859.

15

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.381, p.340.

:J;

NS 2. 52 (samb); 3. 112 (samb).

'JI

NS 3. 110. Also, BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4 .860, p.399, which is
repeated in 11JBhV 2. 603.
BUBhV (vol.1) Sambandha, 181, p.46. Mahadevan, op.cit.,
18lb-182a, p.94.
BUBhV (vol.1) Sambandha, 183, p.47. Mahadevan, 183b-184a,
p.95.

40

41

He refers to avidya as anadi in BUBhV (vol 2) 4.3. v.1409,
p.1075.
From the standpoint of Brahman itself (paramarthatah), there is
no avidya. BUBhV sambm1dha, vv.176, 184, pp.45, 47;
Mahadevan, op.cit, v.176b-177a, p.90; v.184b-185a, p.95.
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51

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.2.128, p.220; 1.4.487, p.354; verse 1382,
p.463; 2.3.7, p.644; 2.5.8, p.721; (vol.2) 3.9.157, p.883.

52

See n.23 above.

53

BlIBhV (vol.1) 1.4.382, p.340.

54

55

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.487, p.354.
NS 1.3.

56

NS 4. 74. BUBhV (vol.2) 6.5.25, p.1370.

57

NS 4.19, 43 (samb.). BUBhV (vol.1.) 1.4.1124, p.432.

58

NS 4.44.

59

TUBhV 3.91.

60

61

BUBhV (vol.2) 6.5.25, p.1370.
This definition, from the Kavyam imamsa , is cited in the
Introduction to Shoun Hino and. K.P. Jog, Sure§vara '.5 Vartika on
A§va and Asvamedha BrahmaIJa. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,
1990, p.xvi, xviii.

62

TUBhV 2. 541. 3.19, 38, 40.

63

TUBh 3.1, p.314, line 10f., (tr) p.373.

64
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TUBhV 3.19. Also the introduction by R. Balasubramanian to
his edition, p.14.

397

65

Eg. BUBhV (vol.1) 1.2.146. p.223. 1.5.16, verses 279-281,
p.552; 1.5.17, verses 284, 288, p.552f.; (vol.2) 3.5.1, verse 89,
p.819; 4.3.1, verses 12-14, p.909. The last four instances
(1.5.16.etc.) are identified by R. Balasubramanian in his article
"Identity of MaIJ<,lanarnisra", op.cit., p.526f.
'

66

BUBh 4.3.1, p.861, line lOf., (tr) p.416.

67

BUBhV (vol.2) 4.3. 12-14, p.909.

68

BUBh 1.4.15, p.684, line 12, (tr) p.125; 3.5.1, p.812, line lOf.,
(tr) p.334; 4.5.15, p.948, line 25, (tr) p.552.

69

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.1651, p.494.

70

Cf. Kane, History of Dharma§astra, op.cit., vol.11, part 11,
p.943.

71

BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.1652, p.495.

72

BUBhV (vol.2) 3.5.89, p.819.

73

BUBhV (vol.2) 3.5.90, p.819.

74

NS 1.52 (samb.); 3.4 (samb.).
Also, BUBhV (vol.1)
(sambandha), 130, p.37; 214, p.52; 219, p.53; 225, 226, p.55.
2.4.27, 28, p.674; 35, p.675. (vol.2) 3.5. 141, 142, p.825; 4.5.
5, p.1280.

75

Cf. Chapter six, (4) Sannyasa and Videhamukti.

76

BUBhV (vol.1) 2.4. 6-7, p.672. Also cf. S. Hino, Sure5vara's
Vartika on Yajiiavalkya-Maitreyi Dialogue. Delhi: Motilal
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Banarsidass, 1982, p.79, "Suresvara does not admit of any
injunction either for urging renunciation or for prescribing
renunciation as a means to the knowledge of the Brahman."
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4.v.26

6.v.1

4.v.27.

6.v.3.

77

NS l.v.1 (samb.)
4.v.28.
NS 2.1. Also, cf. US 18.90 where Sankara makes a similar
point.

6.v.2.

78

4.v.29.

6.v.4.

79

NS 2.6.

4.v.30.

15.v.16.

80

NS 2.7.

4.v.31.

18.v.190.

81

NS 2.8.

4.v.32.

18.v.191.

82

NS 2.9.

4.v.33.

18.v.192.

83

us 18.96, 191.

4.v.34.

18.v.174.

4.v.35.

18.v.175.

4.v.43.

17.v.26.

4.v.65.

18.v.231.

4.v.66.

18.v.232.

84 .

NS

us

4.v.20 is identical to:

18.v.78 (first line)

4.v.21.

18.v.90 (first line)

4.v.22.

18.v.96.

4.v.23

18.v.97.

4.v.24.

18.v.99.

4.v.25.

18.v.101

There are other verses of Suresvara in the NS which show
resemblances to verses in the US. For example, NS 1.58 has a
resemblance to US 2.1; NS 2.63 resembles US 5.2-3; NS 2.76
resembles US 16.9; NS 2.86 resembles US 18.68; NS 3.10
resembles US 18.171; NS 3.80 resembles US 18.173.
85

For example, BUBhV (sambandha) 206=US 18.190; 207=US
18.191; 208=US 18.192. BUBhV (vol.1) 2.4.112=US 18.191.
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(This verse, US 18.191, has also been cited in the NS 4.32 and in
the sambandhavarttika 207). BUBhV (vol.1) 1.4.639 resembles
us 9.1. BUBhV (vol.1) 2.4.111 closely resembles US 18.190.
BUBhV (vol.2) 3.6.13 resembles US 9.1. BUBhV (vol.2)
4.3.436 closely resembles US 5.2.
Incidentally, there are frequent instances of cross-quotation in
Suresvara's works. For example, below are some instances of
cross-quotations between the BUBhV and the TIJBhV:

BUBhV
1.4, v.857 is identical to:

TUBhV
2.v.600

v.858

v.601

v.859

v.602

v.860

v.603

v.861

v.604

v.862

v.605 (similar)

v.863

v.607 (similar)

v.864

v.608

v.866

v.606 (similarity)

v.868

v.609

v.869

v.610

v.870

v.611
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v.871

v.612

v.872

v.613

v.873

v.614 (similar)

v.874

v.619

v.875

v.620 (similar)

v.876

v.621

v.877

v.622

v.878

v.623 (similar)

v.879

v.624 (similar)

v.880

v.625 (similar)

v.881

v.626

v.883

v.629 (similar)

v.884

v.630 (near identity)

v.888

v.716

v.889

v.717 (near identity)

v.890

v.672

v.891

v.673

v.892

v.615 (similar)
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64, 1060, 1345, 1386, 1387. 2.1.
107, 114. 3.5. vv 179, 181.

VV

v.893

v.616 (similar)

v.895

v.617 (similar)

v.896

v.618 (similar)

v.1058

3.v.20 (similar)
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VV

167, 170, 173. 2.4.

VY

87

I would like to thank Swami Paramarthananda. of Chennai
(Madras), who provided me with additional clarification on this
important topic of anvayavyatircka.

88

yatsattvc, yatsattvam. yadabhave, yadabhavaJ.i. tasmac tat tasya
kliraIJ.am.

89

W. Halbfass, Tradition and Rci1cction.
University of New York Press, 1991, p.169.

90

yatra dhuma.Q, tatra vahni.Q. yatra vahnyabhava.Q, tatra
dhumabhava.Q.
There is therefore the necessary
vyapyavyapakasambandha to.infer the presence of fire from the
presence of the smoke.

91

jagradavasthayam atmana.Q sattve, sthUlasarirasattvam (anvaya).
svapnavasthayam atmana.Q sattve, sthUla§arirasattvam (vyatircka).
Tasmad atma anuvµta.Q, sthUla§arfrarn vyavrttam.

92

Cf. US 18. 96, 97.

93

BUBhV (vol.1) 2.1. 170, p.595.

94

NS 3. 54 (samb.).

95

Cf. NS 2. 78 (with samb.). 3. 14. BUBhV 1.4. 305, p.329.
2.1. 235, p.602; and verse 296, p.608. 2.4. 266, p.698. (vol.2.)
4.3. 193, p.930; also verse 198, p.931; and verse 221, p.934.
Also, cf. Halbfass, Tradition and Reflection, op.cit., p.173ff.

96

NS 2.11.

Instances of cross-quotations between the BUBhV and the NS:

BUBhV

NS

· (sambandha) v .211 identical to:

3.v.64

v.212

3.v.65 (similar)

v.213

3.67 (near identity)

1.4, v.1451

4.v.57

v.1452

4.v.58

v.1455

4.v.59

3.5, v.185

3.v.3

v.186

3.v.9

4.3, v.396

2.v.77

86

Apart from many references to anvayavyatircka in the NS, it is
also ryferred to in his other works, for example: TUBhV 2. vv
335, 656, 714, 715. 3. vv 8, 9, 11, 19, 30. Also, BUBhV 1.4.

New York: State
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97

NS 2.12 (with samb.).

113

NS 3. 6.

98

NS 2.15 (with samb.).

114

BUBh.1086, p.194. Mahadevan, op.cit., 1087h, p.581.

99

NS 2.19.

115

us

18. 109.

100

Cf. Chapter five, (2) Jiva. Suresvara refers to seventeen factors in
BUBhVl.3. 258.

116

us

18. 110.

117

us

18. 29.

118

us

18. 50.

119

us

18. 195.

120

US l~. 196.

121

In Kaiyyata's commentary upon the Mahiibha$ya (Pal)ini-Sutra
1.2.42) samanadhikaral}ya is defined in this way:
"bhinnaprav[ttinimittaprayuktasya anekasya §abdasya ekasmin
arthe vrtti~ samanadhikaraI)yam ucyate. "

122

I have simplified Sankara's account here, for he says tattvamasi as
like the sentence: "the horse is black". But this sentence does not
create the unintelligibility that is necessary in order to resort to
lak$al)a. The commentators Anandagiri and Ramatirtha both
point out that the purport of this illustration is only to show the
co-referentiality (samanadhikar8I}ya) of the two woni<> in referring
to a single entity [i.e. it does not go to the next step of showing
the unintelligibility of the primary meaning of the terms that are
co-referential]. Cf. also G. Cardona, "On reasoning from Anvaya
and Vyatireka in Early Advaita", in D. Malvania and N.J. Shah
(ed), Studies in Indian Philosophy. A Memorial Volume in
Honour of Pandit Suklaji Sanghvi. Ahmcdabad: L.D. Institute of

101

NS 2.22.

102

NS 2. 25.

103

NS 2. 32.

104

NS 2. 37 (half verse).

105

NS 2. 39.

106

NS 2. 78 (samb.); 59 (samb. and verse).

107

NS 2. 81. Also, cf. 2. 70, 87.

108

NS 2. 69. Also, cf. 2.82.

109

NS 2. 83.

110

NS 2. 76.

111

NS 2. 77 (samb. and verse). This verse also occurs in BUBhV
4.3.396. Cf. also NS 2. 108, 109, 110.

112

NS 3. 6 (samb.)

Sure§vam

The Method offiuiy Advaiui Vcdanui

406

Indology, 1981, p.88. Also cf. Michael Comans, "Sankara and
the Prasankhyanavacta", Journal of Indian Philosophy, vol.24,
1996, pp.49-71.

407

137

For example, NS 3. 102; 4. 25 (samb.), 4. 39. Suresvara says in
NS 2. 56, that the inner-Sel f can also be directly revealed by
words. However this is more of a "bold assertion" (prau{lvada) on
his part and it does not form a part of the main teaching.

123

US 18. 181, 182, 183 (firstpada ).

124

us

18. 171.

138

NS 3. 27. His examples in 3.97 seem to suggestjahallak$aI)li..

125

us

18. 197.

139

NS 1. 93; 2. 55; 3. 43, 97, 100, 102. Also 4.39.

126

us

18. 104.

140

NS 3. 102.

127

us

18. 101.

141

NS 3. 11.

142

With regard to the Vivekacii{lamm_1i, see the discussion in note 52
of chs.pter six. Regardirig the Paiicadasf cf. 7.74, 75.

143

Suresvar a has also referred to the use of lak$aIJli. in his other
works, for example, TUBhV 2. 95, 97, 98. BUBhV (Samband ha
V.) 704; Mahadev an, op.cit., 705. BUBhV 2.3 215, 229 and
verses 253, 254. In those four verses from BUBh V 2.3, he says
that "neti neti" also functions by way of lak$anli.. In B UBh V
2.3 .215 he says:
The negation [in neti neti] docs not have its ·
purpose in what is to be negated, for. its sole
purpose is to indicate (Jak,rnl}a) [the Self].
Since Brahman is not establish ed by other
means of knowledge, the only result would be
a void [if there was no resort to lak$aI)li.].
Sankara too suggests the use of lak$al}li. with regard to
understanding neti neti, in US 18. 198.

144

In NS 4. 33-35, Suresvara cites US 18.192, 174 and 175 which
refer to the famous "tenth man" story. Suresvara also refers to the

128

NS 3. 3. This verse is also found in BUBhV 3.5.185.

129

NS 3. 23.

130

NS 3. 24.

131

NS 3. 25.

132

NS 3. 27.

133

NS 3. 27.

134

NS 3. 28.

135

NS 3. 78 (samb) "The non-duality, that was previously unknown
in respect of the inner-Self signified by the word tvam, is revealed
by the meaning of the word tat."

136

NS 4. 21.
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"tenth man" story in BUBhV 1.4. 600-603. The story of the
tenth man is used as an example to show that knowledge can
immediately arise from words. For the story, cf. chapter six, note
40.
145

H. Nakamura mentions in his A History of Early Vedanta
Philosophy, op.cit., p.68, note 1, that Paul Hacker proposed the
date of Vacaspati as c. 970.

146

Sankara refutes this doctrine in the eighteenth chapter of his
Upade§asahasrl. He presents the prasankhyanavada as a
piirvapak$a in US 18. 9-18 and his response, with some
digressions, forms the content of the rest of the chapter. Cf.
Michael Comans, "Sankara and the Prasailkhyanavada", .Toumal of
Indian Philosophy, 24., 1996, pp.49-71.

147

Brahmasiddhi, ibid, p. 134, line 3ff.

149

Ibid., p. 33, line 15ff. The view expressed here, while not
Mandana's acknowledged siddhanta, is in accord with his position.
NS 3. 90 (samb.), 124 (samb.). BUBhV (Sambandha V) 803,
818.

151

NS 1. 38 (samb.).

152

NS 1. 67 (samb.).

153
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154

NS 1 38. Two learned translators of the NS, Professor S.S.
Raghavachar (1965) and Professor R. Balasubramanian (1988)
respectively translate tadvasana in the third pada as: "The
impressions left by enlightenment" and "The impressions left
over by knowledge". I feel it is better to interpret the pronoun tad
in the compound as referring to ignorance, i.e., "the impressions
left over by ignorance". The commentator Jnanottama provides
this as an alternative explanation. It also fits in with what
Sankara has said in the BUBh 1.4.10, p.678, line 2ff., (tr) p.116.
Cf. Chapter six, towards the end of section (3) Liberation,
.Tlvanmukti and Prarabdhakanna.

155

NS 4. 62-69.

156

NS 1. 67.

157

BUBhV (Sambandha V) 792. Mahadevan, op.cit, 793, p.422.

158

NS 3 90. Also BUBhV (Sambandha V) 857.

159

BUBhV (Sambandha V) 844. Mahadevan, op.cit., 845, p.451.
Also, BUBhV (Sambandha V) 809, 841.

160

NS 3. 125.

Brahmasiddhi, op.cit., p.35, line lff.

148

150

Sure.frara

The prasarlkhyana piirvapak$a in the BUBhV (Sambandha V.)
761-789, can be reduced to the ideas presented in these passages.
As can the piirvapak$a in the 11JBhV 2. 639-647.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

Padmapiida

In this chapter we 'will see, in some detail, the issues Padmapada
raises in his commentary upon Sankara's important introduction to the
Bra1unasfitra, the Adhyasabh~ya. Towards the end of the chapter we will
. also discuss Padmapada's understanding of sruti and it<> role in liberation.

(1) Why talk of superimpos ition (adhylisa)?
Sankara introduces his commentary upon the Brahmasutra with an
important essay, generally referred to as the Adhyasabh~ya (the "treatise
concerning superimposition"). In this essay Sankara presents the
important concept of superimposition (adhyasa) between the Self and the
"not-Self'. He begins by saying that such a type of superimposition does
indeed exist, even though it may seem at the outset to be unfeasible, in
so far a<> the mutual superimposition of subject (Self) and object ("notSelf') is a logical impossibility since they are so fundamentally distinct.
He goes on to define superimposition, and argues in favour of its actual
occurrence, before proceedinp to show its ramifications in everyday life.
He concludes by saying that the study of the Upani~ads is undertaken to
gain the knowledge of the oneness of the Self, so as to put an end to this
superimposition. By his placing such an arresting and important essay at
the beginning of his major work, the commentary upon the Brahmasfitra,
it is evident that Sa.Ii.kara considers the mutual superimposition of Self and
"not-Self' to lie at the core of human bondage. For Sa.Ii.kara, it is the
"fundamental problem" to which the sorrows of life can ultimately be
traced.
Sankara commences his treatise on superimposi tion with this
statement:

Once it has been established that it is logically impossible
to mutually identify the object and the subject - the
respective spheres of the concept of "you" [i.e. "this"] and
"I" - a<> they have opposing natures like light and darkness,
it is all the more impossible that their attributes should be
identified. For this reason it should be impossible for there
to be the superimposition of the object, namely what falls
within the sphere of the concept of "you" [i.e. "this"), and
the superimposition of the attributes. of the object, onto the
subject, who is within the sphere of the concept of "I" and
is of the nature of pure Awareness; and the converse of that,
namely the superimposition of the subject and its attributes
onto the object.
Nonetheless , because of not
discriminating between these two which
entirely distinct
in both nature and attributes, people do superimpose the
nature and the attributes of the one onto the other, and as a
result of thus coupling together the real and the unreal,
there occurs the natural, every,day expression such as "I am
this" and "this is mine". Such expression has erroneous
l«!owledge as its basis. 1

are

And he concludes by saying:
The study of the Upani~ads is commenced to attain the
knowledge of the oneness of the Self, so as to remove this
superimposition, the cause of all misfortune. 2
Padmapada begins his lengthy exposition upon the Adhyasabhf4ya
with an objection about the necessity of even raising the topic of
superimposition. The objector says that it is the customary practice for
an author to first specify the subject matter (vi$aya) and to point out the
benefit (prayojana) that will result from studying the work. The objector
says that Sankara has pointed out both at the conclusion of his essay: the
subject matter is shown in the statement "to attain the knowledge of the
oneness of the Self', and the benefit is also shown when he says "so as to
remove this superimposition, the cause of all misfortune". The objector
argues that as the above sentence gives both the subject matter and the
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benefit, this sentence would form a sufficient introduction, and therefo
re
there is no need for the entire essay on superimposition. 3 Padmapada
replies that the discussion of superimposition is necessary. I_Ie says that
the first sutra in the Brahmasutra ("Then, therefore, the destre to know
Brahman") speaks of knowledge, so it is the knowle dge of Brahma
n
which gives the benefit of removing what is undesirable. Padmapada sa~s
that what is undesirable is the very ego itself, with its sense of doersht
p
and enjoyership. If doership and enjoyership are real, they co~ld not
be
removed by knowledge, because knowledge can only remove 1gnor~c
~.
If, however, they are themselves a product of ignorance, then
it is
logically correct to say that knowledge removes them. So when the
author of the Brahmasutra speaks of the knowledge of Brahman, we must
draw the necessary implication that the misfortunes centred on the egonotion are due to ignorance, and that is what Sankara makes explicit
in
his discussion of supcrimposition. 4
Padmapada further argqes that it has to be accepted, as a necessary
implication, that the above mentioned undesirable things are due
to
ignorance. He says:
The purport of this treatise [the Brahmasutra] is that the
Vedanta [the Upanil)ads] culminates in showing that the
ultimate nature of the Self - who is under the apprehension
of being a suffering, mortal, entity - is solely and simply
immutable Awareness, which is complete happiness, and is
identical to Being. That purport is contradicted by the
appearance, which is accepted as perceptual and seems to be
without negation, namely that "I am a doer", "I am happy'',
"I am unhappy". So, [the Brahm asu.tra ] would be
meaningless, just like the statement about the "old bull"
etc.,5 as lohg as this contradiction is not removed by
demonstrating that the idea that the Self is opposite in
nature to Brahman is a creation of ignorance. Therefore, to
remove that contradiction, it has to be shown that the idea
.
.
.
6
that the Self is other than Brahman 1s a play of ignoran
ce.
The Vedanta teaching and our experience seem to contradict each other.
This conu·adiction can be removed if it is shown that our idea of being
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other than Brahman is due to ignorance. Padmapada does not say that
there is a contradiction between two means of knowledge, the Upanil)ads
and perception. When he says that the experiences "I am happy", "I am
unhappy" etc. are "accepted as perceptual" and "seem to be withou
t
negation", he does not grant these ideas the status of valid perceptual
knowledge. They are a perceptual appearance, but they are not valid
perceptual knowledge, and so there is no contradiction between two
means ofknowledge.7

(2) Thoug h superi mposit ion is not logica lly possib le,
it
noneth eless occurs
Padma pada soon commences his discussion of the text of the
Adhyasabhifyya. He refers to part of the first sentence, "Once it
has been
established that it is logically impossible to mutually identify the object
and the subject as they have opposing natures like light and darknes
s",
and asks what is meant by having "opposing natures" whereby one cannot
become the other. 8 He says that the opposition in this context means
"the absence of mutual identification" (parasparanatmata.lak$81J.8). The
illustration of light and darkness is just intended to point out
the
fundamental distinction between subject and object. When they stand
so
diametrically opposed to each other, it follows that there can be
no
intem1ingling between them (itaretarasambheda).
Why are subject and object so distinc t that there can be no
intermingling? Padmapada says that the subject cannot, of its own
accord, become an object, because the subject is solely and simply
Awareness by nature, and there is no possibility that Awareness can have
any objective properties. 9 Nor can the subject become an object because
of some other reason, i.e., under the influence of some object, because
Awareness does not undergo transfomiation and it is by nature unattached.·
Neither can the object, of its own accord, become the subject, because
if
it did it would cease to be an object. Nor can the object become
the
subject due to some other reason, i.e., under.the influence of the subject,
for he says, referring here to the Yogasutra, that Awareness does not enter
into contact with the object. 10 Therefore the subject cannot become
an
object, nor the reverse.
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Padmapada then comments on the next sentence of the bha,~ya ("For
this reason it should be impossible for there to be the superimposition of
the object, namely what falls within the sphere of the concept of "you"
[i.e. "this"], and the superimposition of the attributes of the object, onto
the subject, who is within the sphere of the concept of "I" and is of the
nature of pure Awareness; and the converse of that, namely the
superimposition of the subject and its attributes onto the object."). At
· this point Padmapada provides an important clarification of the concept of
the ego or "I". In the Upaddasahasrl Sankara has explained the ego in the
same manner as Padmapada is about to do, and so has Sure5vara in his
Nai;;karmyasid dhi, but Padmapada highlights this particular point; it
forms a distinctive feature of his analysis of the Self, and we will see that
he often refers to it. 11 What he says is that the "I" -cognition, or "I" sense, (asmatpratyaya), i.e., the ego, consists of two "portions": a "notthis" portion (anidamam.fa) which cannot be objectified, and a "this
portion" (idmnam§a) which is objectively experienced. He says:
In the ''!''-cognition there is a non-objectified portion which
is simply Awareness. In that Awareness there is, by
definition, on account of being revealed by the power of
that Awareness, the appearance - like an intermingling - of
an objectified aspect, i.e., the identification with being a
man etc. That appearance, a seeming intermingling, is
what is meant by superimposition. 12
Padmapada says "by definition" (Jak$aJ)a~), because the ideas that "I am
a man", "I am so and so" etc. do not seem to be objects at all; such selfreflcxivity seems to be an intrinsic part of the subject, but they are
nonetheless object~ "by definition" because they are objectively revealed
by the power of Awareness. 13
Padmapada then comments upon the expression in the bhi'i;;ya that
superimposition "should be impossible" (mithya-iti bhaviturh yuktam)
and he explains that the word "mithya" has two distinct meanings. It can
mean denial (apahnava) and also inexpressibility (anirvacanfyata), and here
it is used in the sense of denial. 14 He says that Sankara so far has
conveyed that the subject and the object arc so diametrically opposed that
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there can be no connection between them, and therefore their mutual
superimposition cannot logically occur.
The term mithylij iillna
Although the mutual superimposition of subject and object is a
logical impossibility Sankara says that our experience demonstrates that
such superimposition does in fact happen ("Nonetheless ... there occurs the
natural, everyday expression such as "I am this" and "this is mine". Such
expression has erroneous knowledge as its basis (mithyajiiananimitta)").
Padmapada's explanation of this compound, mithyajiiananim itta, is of
considerable interest for it has proved to be highly influential in later
Advaita. The term mithyajiiana occurs frequently in Sankara's
commentary on the Brahmasil/Ia; 15 and judging from these usages of the
term, Padmapada might justifiably be accused of engaging in some
highly creative commentating in his interpretation of the term in the
present context. Whereas "mithyajrJ.ana" would normally mean "wrong
understanding" (mithya-jiiana), or error (bhranti), Padmapada interprets it
as mithya-ajrJ.ana. He says that mithya means inexpressibility
(anirvacanlyata), which is the second of the two meanings of the term as
mentioned above. The word "ajiia11a" does not mean simply an absence
of knowledge, but he says it refers to "the power of ignorance
(avidyasakti) which is insentient by nature (jar,Jatmikli) and stands opposed
to knowledge. " 16 This mithya-ajiiana is the nimitta, by which
Padmapada means the material cause (upadana), of the everyday
expressions involving "I" and "mine" (Jokavyavahara). What Padmapada
says here is that the term mithyajiiana, at least in its present context, is
not an epistemological term meaning erroneous understanding, but it is
an ontological term. The expression means that ordinary dealings
(vyavahara) have some sort of "power" as their material cause, and this
power, the avidyasakti, is inexpressible: it is mithya, because it cannot be
stated as indubitably real (sat), nor is it entirely unreal, i.e, fictitious
(asat), not can it be both simultaneously real and unreal (sadasat).
Though Padmapada's explanation of the compound
mithyajii.anan imitta docs seem in the present context to be an
unwarranted metaphysical interpretation of what is actually a
straightforward expression, his overall understanding is nonetheless in
accord with the tenor of Sankara's teaching as we have discussed it under
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the topic of avidya in chapter five. Therefore when Padmaplida refers to
rnithya-ajiiana as the material cause of the world I do not feel that he is
introducing a foreign concept into Sankara's teaching. We may note,
however, that he has explicitly defined ajiiana as "insentient" (ja<)a), and
though this idea may well be implicit in Sm'lkara's understanding of the
nature of unmanifest name-and-form, Sankara ha;; not used this term.
Padmapada's introduction of the term ja<)a, which will hereafter be
regularly included in the definition of avidya by later Advaitins, serves to
radically demarcate ajiiana (or avidya) from Brahman, though in so doing
it also contributes to the concept of avidya as some sort of quasi-entity in
its own right, as almost a second thing to Brahman.
Since Padmapada has understood mithyajiiananimitta to mean that all
worldly dealings have an inexpressible power called· avidya as their
material cause, he has to reconcile this with the statement in the bh~ya
that superimposition is something beginningless (naisargika). 17 How can
superimposition be beginningless and yet have avidya as its material
cause? In discussing this, Padmapada further elaborates upon the nature
of the avidyasakti. He says: "we have to accept that this avidyasakti in
things external and internal li.e. external as well as mental] accompanies
the very nature of the Self. 18 Otherwise there is no logical possibility for
the appearance of unreal (mithya) things. "19 What he says is·tbat we have
to accept that this avidyaJakti exists in order to account for the fact that
unreal things appear. Padmapada is here arguing by postulation
(arthapatti) from the effect to the cause. The power called avidya must
somehow exist, because we see that unreal things exist - from the ego
appearing in Awareness, to silver appearing iri a shell - and all these
things cannot appear without a cause, so a causal potency, referred to by
the term avidya, has to be admitted. 2 Frnm the statement that avidya
"accompanies the very nature of the Self'' the Vivara~a tradition
understands that the Atman is the locus. (asraya) of avidya.2 1
Padmapada continues to discuss the avidyasaJ.."1.i and he says:

°

The avidya present in inert objects does not obstruct the
objects from appearing as.they really are, because the non·
apprehension of inert objects is just due to a deficiency in a
means of knowledge. 'For we see the true nature [of the
shell] both before and after the appearance of silver, even
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though avidya is all the while present [in the shell]. So in
the case of inert objects avidya is solely the cause for them
to appear as something clsc. 22
What he says here is that the avidya:fakti, which is present in all matter,
' does not obstruct material things from appearing, what it does is cause
tliings to appear as other than what they <u-e. The VivanllJ[i interprets this
passage to mean that the inert things (anatman) are not the object
(vi§aya) of avidya. A vidya does not obstruct things from appearing,
because things are inert, and there is no point in concealing things that
are themselves inert by nature. 23 Therefore the Atman must be the
object of avidya. Padmapada himself says this in the next sentence:
However as the inner-Self is self-revealing, since it is of the
very nature of Awareness, there can be no other reason
[apart from avidya] for the Brahman-nature of the Self not
to appear. So the non-appearance of that Brahman-nature is
solely due to the obstruction brought about by the power of
avidya which is associated in a beginningless way with the
inner-Self. Therefore the power of avidya obstructs the
inner-Awareness from appearing as Brahman, and it
becomes the cause for the manifestation of what is other
tl1an Brahman, namely the "I" [ego] etc.2 4
Here Padmapada explicitly says that the Atman is the object of the
avidya§akti. The Self is self-revealing, so its nature as Bralnnan should
be plainly evident. But if that is not the case, then there must be some
factor to account for the obstruction of that Brahman-nature, and so we
must postulate that the Brahman-nature of Awareness is concealed by the
avidyasakti. Thus Brahman-Atman is both the locus of avidya and the
object of avidya. 'This is also the view of Suresvara, and it would seem
to be the position of Sallkara as wen.2s
Padmapada concludes this discussion by saying:
And in deep sleep etc. the power of avidya remains as a
mere impression (samskara) of the projection (vik§epa)
consisting of the "I" etc., and [at the time of waking] the
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power of avidya again arises. So even though the everyday
expression involving "I" and "mine", i.e., the identification
with being a man and so forth, is without beginning, it is
said to have inexpressible ignorance as it~ material cause, it
is not adventitious. Therefore the beginninglessness [of the
superimposition] docs not contradict it having a cause. 26
Padmaplida says that the avidyasakti both conceals the real nature of the
Self and projects the "non-Self', i.e., the ego etc. He explicitly
incntioned that avidya is the cause of the manifestation of the ego etc.
when he said, in the quotation preceding the one above: "the power of
avidya... becomes the cause for the manifestation of what is other than
Brahman, namely the "I" [ego] etc." In summary, these passages make
the following points: (a) we have to postulate the presence of an
avidyasakti, for otherwise we cannot account for the appearance of the
mithya world; (b) the avidyafakti has the Self as its locus, and it also
conceals the real nature of the Self (i.e. it has the Self as its object), for
otherwise the Brahman-nature of Awareness would be self-evident27 ; (c)
the avidyasakti projects the "non-Self' beginning with the ego; and (d)
the avidyafakti remains in deep sleep in the form of an impression
(sarhskara) of the ego which is again projected in the waking state.
How does this statement about avidya answer the question that he
himself had posed earlier: how can superimposition, which is experienced
in such expressions as "I am this" and "this is mine", be understood as
beginningless when it ha~ avidya as its material cause? It has to be said
that Padmaplida's style is sometimes lacking in perspicuity. While the
style is fluent, there arc notable occasions when he gives the impression
that he has deliberately restrained himself from saying anything further,
even though he has more to say. He presumably thinks himself
sufficiently understood by his informed audience, so he does not elaborate
the point, though various topics could well do with greater explanation.
His answer, as far as we can gather, is that superimposition can be said to
be beginningless in so far as its material cause, the avidyafakti, is
beginningless. But superimposition can be said to have a beginning
when it is seen as a specific effect of the avidyasakti. 28
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(3) The definition of superimposition (adhyllsa).
Superimposition means that something [A] appears in something else
[BI tl1ough the former does not actually exist in the latter (atadrfipe
tadrfipavabhasa). 29 Padmapada specifies that the "I", or ego, is the first
superimposition 30 and he says:
When tl1e "I" [ego] is a superimposition, everything that
goes along with it would also be a superimposition. When
someone in a dream is anointed as a king, or when a king
is conjured up out of a great magic, all the paraphernalia of
royalty do not thereby become real. In the same way, the
everyday dealings, beginning the ego, and. consisting of
actions, their instruments and their results, are
superimposed on the Self whose nature is ever pure, ever
aware and ever free. 31
Padmaplida then goes on to say that the remaining portion of the
Adhyasabh~ya is intended to prove superimposition. He subdivides the
remaining portion into three topics. He says that Sankara firstly defines
superimposition, he then shows that superimposition is possible, and
lastly demonstrates the way in which superimposition actually exists. 32
Before presenting the definition, Padmapada answers a few
preliminary objections. An objector says that if it can be demonstrated
that superimposition actually exists, what is the need of the definition and
the attempt to show that its occurrence is possible? Padmapada replies
that when a person has the erroneous identification of "I" and "mine" in
the physical body and the senses etc., merely to tell him that the fact of
being a cogniser involves superimposition is not sufficient to prove to
such a person that cogniscrship is an actual instance of superimposition.
Why would it be insufficient? Padmapada says a person does not
experience cognisership as actually involving superimposition in the way
tl1e person can experience silver appearing on a shell as a case of
superimposition. When something is sublated, like the appearance of
silver on the shell, it can then be easily known to be a superimposition,
but cognisership is not found to be sublatcd. Therefore superimposition
has firstly to be defined, and then it can be said that whatever is applicable
to the definition constitutes superimposition. 33
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Well, the objector says, it should be sufficient to define
superimposition and demonstrate that it actually exists. What is the need
of showing its possibility? The objector further explains that if a thing
is not found to exist though the application of a means of knowledge like
perception and inference etc., then we can legitimately doubt whether it
does in fact exist or not, and in such a case it is relevant to demonstrate
the possibility of its existence. Padmapada replies that is true, but the
~ituation here is different. For there can also be the case where an object
is actually seen, and no defect is discovered in the means of knowledge
that reveals it, nonetheless the existence of the object is considered an
impossibility because its existence contradicts the evidence of "common
sense." In such a situation, we have to show that what is seen is also
possible. The existence of superimposition can be doubted, even though
it is seen in experience, and so the possibility of its occurrence has also
to be shown. 34
Taking up the matter of the formal definition of superimposition,
San~ara says that superimposition is: "the appearance [of something]
prev10usly seen [which is now being seen] somewhere else, and this
appearanc e is similar to memory" (smrtiriipa l;l paratra
piiIYadf~{Iivabhftsa?1). 35 Padmapada says that the expression "similar to
memory" means that the appearance only resembles memory, but it is not
the same as memory, because memory is always about something not
present, whereas in the case of superimposition the thing superimposed is
immediately evident, like the silver that is seen appearing on the shell.
Its similarity to memory is because the appearance is of something which
had been seen before, because the superimposition of silver on the shell
could not happen if a person had never previously experienced silver.36
Following this, 37 Padmapad a enters into a debate about
superimposition, mostly with the Prabhakara school of Mimllhsa.38 He
then retur_ns to the discussion of the definition of superimposition. A
definition should indicate the essential characteristic of the thing in
question so as to distinguish that thing from everything else.39 A
definition should not suffer from the fault of under applicability (avyapti),
where the definition fails to cover all the relevant instances. An
objection is raised that the above definition of superimposition suffers
from under applicability because it does not extend to such things as
dream events and feelings of sorrow, both of which the Advaitin would
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class as superimposition. In dream and sorrow there is no sense contact
with anything. So because in dream there is no sense contact, dream
cannot be a case of the appearance of something, somewhere else (paratra
paravabhasa). The objector says that dream is caused solely by the
revival of past impressions: it is only a memory.40
Padmapad a wishes to show that dream is also a case of
superimposition. He replies that dream cannot be classed as memory
because the dream object, unlike the remembered object, is immediately
evident. Padmapada then tries to show how dream satisfies the definition
of superimposition. He says that a superimposition is always caused by
a combination of three factors. 41 These are: (a) a sense organ, (b) some
defect in the sense organ which obstructs its normal functioning and helps
to revive (c) a particular mental impression. In dream, the mind - which
is here accepted as a sense organ - is overcome by the defect of sleep, and
with the assistance of a particular mental impression which arose due to
some unknown factor, it' generates a cognition whose content is unreal
(mithya, i.e., inexpressible as sat or as asat). 42 These three conditions:
the sense organ (indriya), a defect (do~a) in the sense organ, and the
arising of a' mental impression (samskara), are the cause of dream
superimposition as well as of other cases of superimposition such as
silver appearing on shell.
Furthermore, the characteristic feature of superimposition is that
something appears as something else (paratra paravabhasa) eg., the shell
appears to be silver. Padmapada says that dream is a superimposition
because it too partakes of the characteristic feature of superimposition,
i.e., something appears as something else. He says that in dream, when
the mind produces the cognition which has an unreal content, what
happens is that: "the power of avidya (avidyasakti) - that is located in the
immediately evident Awareness (aparok~acaitanya) which is conditioned
by the mind - appears to transform (vivartate) into the content of the
cognition. "43 Therefore in dream the power of avidya appears to transform
into the dream object. This satisfies the defining feature of
superimposition because something, the avidya,~akti, is appearing as
something else, the dream object. This is the first occasion where
Padmapada has used the term "appears to transform" (vivartate! vivarta); a
term that became, in later Advaita, the standard technical expression to
denote illusory transformation.44
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At this point an interesting objection is raised which allows
Padmapada to say something further about the nature of Awareness. The
objector asks how dream objects can be within Awareness when they are
experienced during dream as external to Awareness, similar to how
waking objects are experienced in the waking state. Padmapada gives the
following answer. He says that waking is similar to dream in so far as
even in the waking state the immediacy (aparok~ata) pertaining to the
experienced sense object cannot be separated from the immediacy of the
inner-Awareness that reveals the sense object, because the immediacy is
identical. 45 So we have to accept, Padmapada says, that like in dream,
even in the waking state a sense object is enveloped by the immediately
evident inner-Awareness, for otherwise there is no logical possibility that
an inert object could be revealed. Therefore, in both dream and waking,
the object is not outside of Awareness, though in both cases the object
appears to be outside Awareness. When we awaken from dream we know
that the object was not outside Awareness. Padmapada says that just as
in dream:
even in waking, [the appearance of the object as separate
from Awareness] is a display of maya, because the whole
world has Awareness as its sole substratum. And since
Awareness is without parts, there is no difference of place
[as inside and outside]. Awareness (uit) has distinctiuns
imposed upon it just due to the diversity of the world, and
Awareness thereby appears as if it is divided, as though
there is an outside and an inside. 46
In this discussion Padmapada is not trying to equate the waking and
dream states; he is attempting to show that objects are not outside of
Awareness. He argues that the objects in the waking state are in
Awareness, because in the perception of a sense object the immediacy of
the object cannot be distinguished from the immediacy of the Awareness
revealing the object, for there is a single continuum of immediacy. If it
were not so, there is no way an inert sense object could become
manifest. So in waking, as in dream, the object is not separate from
Awareness. The supposition that objects are outside Awareness is a
"display of maya ". Whereas in fact, from the standpoint of Awareness
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itself, there is neither inside nor out~ide, such divisi.ons are superimposed
by the objects, the names-and-forms, in Awareness that is a single,
uniform, Experience.
Following this discussion, which began with the objection that
dream does not fit the definition of superimposition, Padmapada again
returns to the discussion of the definition. In the course of further
comment he says that if the definition was just presented as: "the
appearance, similar to memory, [of something] previously seen
(smrtirilp~ pilrvadr~tavabhasa) ", but the definition did not include the
phrase: "[which is now being seen] somewhere else (paratra)", then the
definition would extend to the illogical teaching of the Madhyamika who
accept that superimposition can occur without a substratum. 47 This
remark initiates some discussion with regard to Buddhism. 'The Buddhist
wishes to know why it is untenable to accept superimposition without a
substratum, and he asks· about such occurrences as kefoIJ{fraka, the
appearance of a dark mass that is seen when one shuts one's eyes. Such
things as these are appearances without a substratum. Padmapada replies
that even the'ke§o~i{iraka has a substratmn, namely particles of light. For
without light nothing would be seen at all. The objector next says that
superimposition and its substratum could have a relation of mutual
dependence. For example, in the case of the unreal appearance of silver
on a shell, the cognition could have the silver as its substratum while the
silver could have the cognition as its substratum, just a~ the seed and the
sprout are dependent upon each other. Padmapada replies that the example
is inappropriate, because the sprout arises from a seed but the seed did not
arise from that very same sprout but from some other sprout. So the
example of seed and sprout is not an example of mutual dependence and it
just leads to an infinite regress. 48
Furthermore, negation always has a positive limit. Even when we
know that the thing appearing as a snake is not a snake, we do not rest
content with this negative knowledge, but we seek to discover what the
thing actually is, and we are only content when we come to know that it
is a stick or the like. Thus a negation has to end in a positive
substratum. 49 Padmapada then speaks of the unnegated substratum. He
says that when the kefoIJ{fraka etc. are negated, only the association that
the kefoIJr)r'dka etc. have with Awareness is negated, but the Awareness of
the kesoIJ{fraka etc. is not negated. Thus negation has Awareness as its
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ultimate limit. He says: "because mere Awareness is not negated, and
because it is not seen to have any intrinsic distinguishing characteristics,
the negation of everything has the immutable, immediately evident and
uniform Awareness as its limit. "50
Another objector now comes forward. He says that an expression
such as "I am a man" etc. is just a metaphorical usage, it is not an
instance of superimposition. The objector argues that if the Self is not
inherently separate from the body there is no way that we can prove the
Self to be separate. 111e Self is either shown to be separate by perception
or it cannot be proved to be separate. So those who accept a Self distinct
from the body must admit that this distinction is perceptual. When we
identify the Self with the body it is only a metaphorical identification,
because we already know by perception that they arc not identical.5 1 In
reply, Padmapada says it is true that the "I" refers to an cxperiencer
distinct from the body, but because this is not clearly understood, we do
superimpose the attributes .of the body onto the Self. Conversely if the
"I" should manifest itself as entirely distinct from the body there would be
no controversy about this point and the wish to inquire into the matter
would not even arise. Since there is the need to investigate the matter,
the Self is not perceptually distinct from the body.
The objector then says that even though the "I" is perceptually
distinct from the body, we only come to know this after investigating the
matter with the help of reason. Padmapada replies that it is not the case
that the "I" is perceptually distinct prior to rea'ioning. Just because the
expression "I am a man" may be found to be figurative after reasoning, it
does not mean that it is figurative before the investigation through
rea<;on. So before the reasoning takes place statements such as "I am a
man" etc. arc certainly just a case of superimposition.52 Padmapada says
that the application of rea<;on, such as distinguishing between subject and
object, is not sufficient to ensure that subsequent statements of "I am a
man" etc. will always remain metaphorical. He explains that even
though the "I" inherently refers to the Self, the "I" also refers to the body
etc. on account of the beginningless ignorance which obstructs the "I"
from referring solely to the Self. 53 So the fact that the "I" refers to the
Self does not preclude the fact that the "I" also seems to refer to the body.
Even after we clarify through reasoning what the "I" actually refers to, it
is still not sufficient to impede the "I" from continuing to refer to the
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body etc. Thus while reasoning shows that the "I" refers solely to the
subject, our long established behaviour overwhelms this reasoning and
our expressions such as "I am a man" etc. are not metaphors, even after
tl1e investigation by reasoning.54

(4) The possibility of superimposition
Sankara now undertakes to show that superimposition is feasible by
introducing the following discussion:
[objection]: How can the superimposition of the object and
its properties occur on the inner Self who is not an object?
For everyone superimposes one object onto another object
that is perceptually evident. But you say that the inner
Self, being outside the scope of the concept of "this", is not
an object!
[reply]: We do not say that the Self is entirely a non-object,
because it is the object of the "I"-cognition.55
This portion of Sallkara's commentary presents a difficulty, for what does
Sankara mean when he writes that the Self is the "object of the "!"cognition (asmatpratyaya)"? Padmapada says that the "!"-cognition
means the ego, the "I" (ahalikara). 56 He again makes the point that the
'T' consists of two a<>pects: a "this'' portion and a "not-this" portion, and
he says that such a truth is a matter for verification by one's own
introspection:
Let the learned critics look closely ~t the "I" with great care
and attention, like an examiner of cbms, without
concealing their own experience; and let thetn say whether
the 'T' has the above mentioned characteristics or not. 57
How does this statement about the nature of the ego answer the objection
that the locus of superimposition must be an object, and since the Self is
not an object, there is no possibility that the Self can be the locus of
superimposition? Most people believe that the "J" is the actual Self.
11le followers of Advaita, however, say that the nature of the "I" requires

426

The Method of Early Advaitil Vedantil

to be further investigated. Padmapada says here that the "I", or ego
(ahalikara), is a combination of two factors: the Self, or pure Awareness,
and the mind. Pure Awareness and mind blend to form the thought or the
expression of "I". In the "!"-sense, the "not-this" aspect is the pure
Awareness, the absolute Self, the core I. 1be "this" aspect is the mind.
Both these, Awareness and mind - the "not-this" and the "this" - combine
in the sense of "I".
The ego is thus a combination of pure Awareness and mind.
Padmapada says that because pure Awareness and mind are mingled
together, the mind is thereby able to manifest the "not-this" pure
Awareness, like a mirror is able to manifest a reflection. In so far as the
mind manifests the "not-this" pure Awareness, the pure Awareness is
figuratively said to be an object. 58 Padmapada says:
Though [the Self] is uniform Awareness and is not an
object since it is of.the nature of "not-this", still, in the "I"
the Self becomes available for everyday dealings and so it is
figuratively spoken of as an object of the "I"-cognition. 59
The commentators also give the analogy of a mirror. 60 Though sunlight
is present everywhere in the sky, a mirror - while itself is revealed by the
sunlight - is able to manifest that light in a special way, whereas an
opaque object like the earth cannot manifest the light. The AwarenessSelf is compared to the sunlight and the mind is analogous to the mirror:
the Awareness reveals the mind and the latter is also able to manifest the
Awareness. The example of the mirror and the reflection is just to assist
the understanding that something (A) that is revealed by something (B)
can also function to reveal that thing (B). Padmapada will return to this
topic later; meanwhile a number of other matters intervene.
Awareness and Experience
After Padmapada's examination of the nature of the ego, a discussion
takes place with the Mimamsaka s, principally the followers of
Prabhakara, concerning the relation of the Self to Awareness.
Prabhakara's view can be briefly stated as follows. In any k11owledge
such as "I know this pot" there are always three components. There is
the knowing subject, the "I" (pramata); the object of knowledge, the
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"pot" (prameya); and the experience of "knowing" (pramiti). 1be
experience of knowing arises out of the operntion of an appropriate means
of knowledge, and once the experience of knowing has arisen, it is selfevident. As the experience of knowing occurs it reveals the sense object
and it also simultaneously reveals the knowing subject "I" as the locus of
the experience of knowing. This experience of "knowing" is analogous
to a light which reveals the object to the non-object Self and in the
process reveals the latter also.
Prabhakara's view amounts to saying that the experience of
"knowing" is self-revealing Awareness, and the Self is the insentient
substratum that becomes revealed in the act of knowing: Padmapada
argues that the above explanation is untenable, for it is not the case that
there is an insentient Self who is revealed a<; the substratum once the selfrevealing experience of knowing occurs. Padmapada says that the Self is
none other than self-revealing Awareness, and there is no way to prove
that the experience of knowing is something other than the very nature of
the Self. 61 Padmapada argues that if the self-revealing experience of
knowing arises from a means of knowledge, as the followers of
Prabhakara say, then there should be some distinguishing characteristic in
each experience of knowing to separate one experience from another. The
experience of knowing yellow should be different from the experience of
knowing blue. Padmapada says that distinctions are the properties of the
objects, not of the Experience, i.e., the Awareness. Apart from the
distinctions caused by the objects, there is no distinction in the
experience of knowing. 62
But suppose, as the Buddhists say, that Awareness does have
distinctions due to the fact that Awareness arises and perishes. Previously
we had the experience of something yellow, now there is the experience
of something blue. The fact that we are now aware of something blue and
no longer aware of something yellow leads to the supposition that the
Awareness of yellow has perished while an Awareness of blue has
arisen. 63 Padmapada says in response to this objection that it cannot be
proved that Awareness intrinsically alters, that it arises and perishes. He
says it can be proved that the preceding Awareness [A] has perished once
it can be shown that a succeeding Awareness [BJ arises, but in order to
show that the succeeding Awareness arises it must first be shown that the
preceding Awareness [A] has perished. So because the proof of
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destruction depends upon arising, mld the proof of arising depends upon
destruction, neither the destruction nor the arising of Awareness can be
proved.64
Nor is it reasonable to say that Awareness does have innate
distinctions, but these distinctions are not evident because of the great
similarity between each discrete Awareness. Padmapada repeats his
assertion that it cannot be proved that Awareness contains innate
distinctions. Nor is it correct, he says, to infer that Awareness has innate
distinctions on the analogy of how a lamp flame produces the semblance
of being a single flame when it is actually composed of many similar
flaines that continually flicker. Padmapada briefly dismisses such a view
with the remark that one's own experience and also reason contradict it. 65
1be commentators explain the point by saying that our experience is that
Awareness is identical to itself through different periods of time. They
explain that the opponents view contradicts rea,.on, because if difference is
innate to Awareness, then when Awareness manifests itself it should also
make its innate difference manifest. 66 Padmapada concludes the
discussion, saying:
Therefore, the Self has Awareness as its very nature, and
when the Self is "limited" by the various objects of
knowledge, the Self is called "experience" (anubhava).
Words such a<; "Self' (atman) etc. are used when the Self is
spoken of without reference to limiting adjuncts. 67

The nature of the ahankl:\ra
The follower of Prabhiikara now accepts that the Self is self-revealing
Awareness, but he continues to maintain that the Self means the ego, "I"
(aharikara). Padmapada responds by saying that if the "I'' is the Self, why
is the "I" not present during sleep? The idea is that the Self is invariable,
so if the "I" is the Self it should be continuously present. The follower
of Prabhakara replies that tht< "I" is present in sleep as the experiencer,
but since there is nothing to experience in sleep it is not clearly evident
then as the experiencer. Padmapada repeats that if the ego "I'' is the Self,
pure Awareness, then the "I" should always be evident, but that is not so,
for upon waiting there is no recollection that the "I" was present in
sleep. 68
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The opponent says that if it is the case that the "I" is not the
essential Self, what is the nature of the "I" and what is its source?
Padmapada says that the teaching of Sankara presents the correct and
traditional understanding:
We should accept the teaching of the revered commentator
[Sankara], the very best among those who know Brahman,
who assumed a physical body to promote the true
knowledge, solely to benefit the world.69
With this introduction, Padmapada proceeds to discuss the origin and the
nature of the "I" (ahmikara). He firstly speaks of the material and the
efficient cause of the "I". He says:
Beginningless ignorance (avidya) is referred to in diverse
ways in the sruti, the smrti, itihasa and the puriiJJ.as: as
namariipa, avyakrta, avidya, may;l, pralqti, agrahm;ia,
avyakta, tamas, karm;ia, laya, sakti, mahasupti, nidrli, ak~a
and aka.fa. This beginningless ignorance obstructs

Awareness from appearing a<; the nature of Brahman, wl!ich
is what it really is, and it brings about the individuation of
Awareness in so far as it serves a" the wall for the painting
consisting of the impressions of error, actions and past
knowledge. During sleep it conceals the luminosity [of
Awareness] and remains in the form of mere impressions
(sarilskara) of the projection [of the ego etc.]. The "I"
(aharikara) is a particular transformation (pari1Jlimavi.fo$a) of
the beginningless avidya, that transformation taking place
under the control of the supreme Lord (paramesvara).10
So according to Padmapada, the material cause of the "I" is avidya while
I svara is the efficient cause. What is the nature of the "I"? He continues:
The "I" is the location of both the power of thought and the
power of activity. It is the sole basis of the sense of
doership and enjoyership, it acquires its luminosity through
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its association with the immutable Awareness. It is [thus]
self-revealing and immediately evident. 71

He then further explains the nature of the ego using this analogy of the
crystal and the imposition of redness upon it:

He then points out that due to the mutual superimposition between
Awareness and the "I'', the fonner seems to become an enjoyer:

Just as in tl1e crystal there is the influence of the limiting
adjunct, so too in the Awareness-Self there is the influence
of the "I". 'Then, because both become intermingled, there
is, as it were, a knot, and that is why the "I" (ahmikara) is
referred to a~ a knot (granthi).75

The essential Self, i.e., the "not-this" portion which is the
immutable Awareness, on account of intermingling with
the "I", becomes the well-known enjoyer, something
entirely mithya. 72
Why is the "I" not present during sleep? Padmapada answers: "How can
the "I" remain during sleep when avidya is without any of its
transformations?" He continues:
The followers of Vedanta designate the "I" - the particular
transformation [of. avidya] which they distinguish by
discrimination from the "not-this" Awareness-Self - as the
"internal-organ" (anta]J.karal}a), the "mind" (manas), the
"intellect" (buddhi) and as the "possessor of the "!"cognition" (ahampratya yin). They call the "I" by these
tenns with reference to its particular power of thought.
They call it as the "life-energy" (priil}a) due to its power of
vibration.73
'The idea is that in the sense of "I" (ahmikara) there is a fusion of pure
Awareness and mind (ant.a]J.karal}a). The "not-this" aspect (m1idamm:hfa)
in the "I" is the pure Awareness-Self. The "this", or objective aspect
(idamari1sa! yu$madartha ), is the mind proper, i.e., the "this" aspect
consists of the self-reflexive "!"-thought, as well as the various
cognitions that are associated with the "!"-thought.
Padmapada concludes with the following illustration:
So, the Self erroneously (mithya) acquires the sense of "I"
due to the influence of the internal-organ [mind]. It is
analogous to how a pure crystal becomes red on account of
a limiting adjunct. 74

There is some dissimilarity between tile illustration of the crystal and its
limiting adjunct, such as a red flower, and the Self and tile "I". Since the
crystal is inert it does not reveal the redness; it is tile exterior light that
illumines the crystal that also reveals the red colour. In tile case of tile
Self and the "I", htlwever, the latter is directly revealed by the luminous
Self witilout the intervention of any type of cognitive activity. 76 So tile
Self reveals tile "I" directly, and then it reveals everything else, i.e.,
mental states and the perception of the world, through the "I".
Padmapada tilen says:
So, [in the "I"] the "this" portion is spoken of by
definition, but not according to ordinary dealings
( vya vaharat.a]J.). 77

There is a "this" portion (idamam§a) in tile "I" by definition, because
upon inquiry it is found to be objectively revealed by Awareness.
However in everyday dealings, when we normally use tile word "I", the
distinction that tilere is a "this" portion in the "I" is not particular}y
evident. That is why he says that the "tilis" portion is "by definition,
but not according to ordinary dealings." Padrnapada goes on to say that
what happens in everyday life is that the "not-this" Awareness-Self has
erroneously acquired tile "I" because of the influence of the mind. And
tilus having the "I" as its "self", so to speak, the Self transacts in
everyday life through the functioning of tile "I". And according to
everyday transactions, it is tile body, senses and the sense objects that
become known as "this". 78 The idea in tilis cryptic statement is tilat
tllrough the superimposition of tile mind, tile Self seems to acquire the
"I", and tile non-object Self thereby becomes the transactional subject

432

. Padmapclda

111eMcth<x1 of Early Advaita Vedanta

"I", following which the body, the senses and the rest of the world
become the transactional objects to that transactional subject.
In response to those who say that there is no object-portion
(idammnfa) in the "I", Padmapada says that though the "I" does, by
definition, have an object-portion, in transactional life this is not so
evident. However intelligent people do not think it extraordinary that
there is an object-portion in the "I" .79 He concludes by referring to what
he had said earlier:
That is why it was said that those who ascertain what the
"I" is by observing it very carefully, like an examiner of
coins, find that the "I" is intermingled with the form of
"this" .80

The meaning of the illustrations used in the discussion of
superimposition
Padrnapada employs the illustration of the red colour and the crystal
to indicate how there can be the superimposition of the ego on the Self.
Apart from this example, there are also other illustrations such as the
reflection of a face in a mirror, or in clear water. These different
illustrations help to highlight particular aspects of the teaching.
Padmaplida says that the illustration of the reflection of a face in a mirror
is meant to show that the "not-this" aspect of the "I" is not something
other than Brahman, but it is Brahman itself, like a reflection is not
something other than the original. 81 He says that the reflection of the
face is identical to the face, whereas the differences between the face and
the reflection, such as the physical separation of the face from the
reflected image and the fact that the face and its reflection are opposite to
one another, are mithya. 82
An objector comes forward to dispute the appropriateness of the
illustration. He asks: how can you assert that the reflection and the face
are identical? For we can see that in the case of silver appearing on a
shell, the silver presents itself as identical to real silver even though it is
something mithya. Padmaplida says that the two cases are different. The
silver is mithya because it is found to be sublated by the knowledge "this
is not silver", but the reflection is not sublated, therefore it is not
mithyil 83 Once again we can see that Padrnaplida considers sublation
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(badha) to be the criterion for detennining mithyatva. Well, says the
objector, let us take the sentence "you are That" (tat tvmn asi). In this
sentence there is the sublation of the meaning of the word "you" (tvmn),
because liberation would be impossible if there was no sublation of the
samsarin, the one who is under the spell of transmigratory existence.
Padmapada replies that the sentence "tat tvam asi" teaches that the
individual soul (;Iva), who stands in the position of the reflection, is
Brahman that stands in the position of the original. If the sentence is
intended to sublate the meaning of the word "you", then instead of saying
"you are That" it would say "you are not", like when silver is sublated on
the shell we say "there is no silver". 84 Padmaplida is saying here that the
co-referentiality (samm1adhikara~1ya) of the words "tat" and "tvmn" are
meant to reveal identi•y (ckatva) rather than sublation (/ipavada). 85
The teaching later known ai; ''pratibimbavada" is presented here in the
example of the reflection of a face in a mirror, or of a moon in clear
water. Padmaplida says that the entire group of examples is: "intended to
remove the idea that what has been established by the smti, by reasoning
and by experience, is impossible; and it is meant to be concordant with
one's understanding, but it is not meant to directly establish the reality
itself [i.e. the nature of Brahman]". 86 In other words, all these
illustrations are just means (upaya/prakriya) to assist our understanding;
they arc not intended to be taken as literal truth and then argued about, as
increasingly happened in later Advaita. 87 In fact the so-called "doctrine of
reflection" (pratibimbavada) which became associated with the name of
Padrnaplida needs to be understood more carefully. Padrnapada refers to
the )Iva as a reflection, and he says the sentence "tat tvam asi" teaches the
identity of the )Iva, who is in the position of the reflection, with
Brahman that is in the position of the original. But Padmapada also
makes it clear what exactly he means by reflection when he says: "the
'not-this' aspect of the 'I' is not something other than Brahman, but it is
Brahman itself, like a reflection is not something other than the
original. "88 So when he says that the )Iva is a reflection, and that the
reflection is identical with the original, we must bear in mind that he is
using the word )Iva quite loosely, for what he precisely means is that the
"not-this" Awareness is identical to the original. Therefore he is not
really saying that the jfva is identical to the original, which is how he is
generally interpreted; what he says is that in the sentence "tat tvam asi"
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there is the identification of the anidamaihfa -the pure Awareness- with
Brahman. So when Padmapada says that the co-rcfcrentiality in "tat tvam
asi" is used in the sense of identity (ekatva) and not sublation, he is not
in fundamental disagreemen t with Sankara or Surdvara, because
Padmapada has already discriminated the "this" portion (idammh§a) from
the anidainaihsa, and once that is done it is only logical that the sentence
should reveal the identity of the anidainaih§a with Brahman.

by the mind in the form of the cogniscr and in the form of the cognition,
for the condition of being the cogniscr and the activity called cognition
are both processes belonging to the mind which is a very subtle form of
matter (namarfipa). So Awareness becomes conditioned in the form of the
cogniser and in the form of the cognition.
(3) Once the cognition takes place, the object is then enveloped by
the cognition. Padmapada says, in a particularly cryptic statement:

Perception
We have seen that the "I" is a blend of pure Awareness (cmidammhsa)
and mind (idammhfa). All the everyday dealings of life are possible only
subsequent to the superimposition of the mind and the pure Self.
Padmaplida now speaks about the process of ordinary perception,
subsequent to that superimposition. Paclmapada's account of perception is
difficult as it is particularly compressed. We shall explain what he says,
as far as possible, and theQ note a couple of points about what Sankara
has said on the matter. In describing the process of perception,
Padmapada begins by saying (1): "the 'this' portion of the 'I', whose
nature has been presented [as a blend of idainaihsa and anidamamfa ],
undergoes a particular activity known as a 'cognition'." 89 The "this"
portion of the "I" is the internal-organ (anta{lkaraJJa), which for the sake
of simplicity we shall refer to as "mind". What he says is that the mind
undergoes a particular operation called knowledge or cognition (jiiana).
Padmapada next says: "since cognition is transitive, it is oriented towards
an object, and it produces. a particular condition in its locus, for an
activity causes a change to that in which it inheres." The idea is that
cognition is always of something or the other, and when cognition of the
object occurs it generates a change in the mind as the latter is the locus of
the cognition. The change in the mind that is referred to is the generation
of the cognising subject, for the occurrence of the cognition itself
generates the mental condition of being the cogniser, and so when the
cognition occurs it brings about a change in the mind that results in the
establishment of a "relation between the cogniser and the cognised".
(2) Padmapada then says that once the mind is connected to the object
through the cogniser-cog nised relation the mind particularise s
(avacchedaka) the pure Awareness. By "particularising Awareness" it
would seem that Padmapada means that Awareness becomes conditioned

because [the object, cg. pot] is itself an apparent
transformation (vivarta) of Awareness, the object reveals an
immediacy identical to the immediacy particularised by the
particular condition of being the cogniscr, such a condition
being itself tbc outcome of the cognition.90
What Padmapada is saying is that perception is characterised by its
immediacy. The f~ct of immediacy is because neither the cognising
subject nor the cogniscd object are outside Awareness. When the
cogniser and the cognised are joined by means of the cognition, the
subject and the object arc at one in their immediacy, because there is a
single Awareness underlying both the epistemological subject and the
object. What happens in a perception is that the act of cognition
generates a condition in the mind called cognisership, and Awareness
becomes particularised by that mental condition and becomes the
cogniser. The cognition provides the link between the mind and the
object outside the mind. Though the object is external to the mind,
nothing is external to Awareness. So once the link between the mind and
the object is established, the object stands revealed in an immediacy of
Awareness that is identical with the immediacy of Awareness by which
the cogniser is revealed. The subject and the object are at one in their
immediacy, and it is this sheer immediacy that characterises perception.
Even though Awareness is equally present everywhere, all objects are not
revealed to the cogniser simultaneously. That is because the cogniser can
know an object only when a relation is established between the cogniser
and the object by way of a cognition.9 1 Thus in all knowledge of the
world there is a cogniser, an object external to the cogniser, and their
inter-relation through a relevant cognition.
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Padmapada docs not specify that the cognition actually "goes out"
from the mind, though he does imply this when he says that a cognition,
being transitive, is oriented towards its object, and he also says that the
object is "enveloped" (avi~ta) by the cognitive activity. Sankara also docs
not specifically say that the cognition "goes out", but he does say that the
cognition: (a) pervades the sense object, and that (b) the cognition takes
on the form of the objcct. 92 So it would seem that Sankara too indicates
that the cognition "goes out" through the senses. It is clear that Sankara
and Padmapada say that perception involves the correspondence between
the mind and the sense object, and this correspondence is accomplished
because the cognition pervades the object and assumes the form of the
object.

Conclusion of the topic dealing with the possibility of
superimposit ion
Padmapada has ranged. over a variety of issues since he commented
upon the statement: "We do not say that the Self is entirely a non-object,
because it is the object of the I-cognition." After pursuing a lengthy
debate with followers of Buddhism, he again returns to this statement in
order to conclude his discussion of this portion of the bhll5ya dealing with
the objection to the possibility of superimposition. Sankara had raised
the objection that the superimposition of object<> and their attributes on
the inner-Self is impossible, because all cases of superimposition involve
superimposing one thing onto some other thing that is a perceptible
object. If the inner-Self is not an object, how can something be
superimposed on it? In reply, Sankara said that the inner-Self is not
entirely a non-object, "because it is the object of the '!'-cognition''
(asmatpratyayavi~yatvat). Padmapada now says:
The "knot" that is the "I" (ahalikara) is what is referred to
by the word "I" (asmat-8abda), and that "I" is a cognition
(pratyaya). It is comparable to a mirror for a reflection.
Since [the "I"] is mixed with the "not-this" Awareness, it
becomes the cause for the manifestation of the "not-this"
Awareness. So [Awareness] becomes, as it were, an object
of the "I", and thus the essential "not-this" Awareness-Self
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is metaphorically spoken of as an object of tl1e "I" cognition. 93
Just as a mirror is revealed by light and also reveals light, the "I" is
revealed by Awareness and also manifests Awareness, so the pure
Awareness can be figuratively spoken of as an object of the "I".
Though this discussion has given us a valuable account of the nature
of the ego as consisting of the blending of the mind (idamam,fa) and pure
Awareness (anidamaiilsa),' it nonetheless begs the question about the very
possibility of the occurrence of superimposition. For this explanation
presupposes the superimposition of the mind on tile Self, but the question
is how can such a superimposition occur? It is only subsequent to the
superimposition of the mind on the Self that tile Self becomes manifest in
the "I" -cognition and thereby furtl1er superimposition becomes possible,
such as "I am a man", '"I am a father", "I am lame" etc. Therefore
Sankara's answer: "because the inner-Self is the object of the '!'-cognition"
is only suitable in accounting for superimposition subsequent to the
superimposi'tion of the mind and the Self, but it does not account for the
superimposition of the mind. However, Sankara puts forward another
answer. He says:
And it is well known that the inner-Self is immediately
evident (aparok,m). There is no fixed rule that an object can
be superimposed only upon an object that is present to the
senses. Boys superimpose a surface as well as impurity
etc. on space, even though space is not a sense object. So
there is no contradiction concerning the superimposition of
the not-Self on the inner-Self.9 4
Sankara says there is no requirement that sometiling has to be a sense
object in order for it to be tile locus of superimposition. It is sufficient
if the locus is immediately evident. The inner-Self is not a sense object,
but it is immediately evident, and so it can be the locus of
superimposition. Padmapada says:
The inner-Self is self-evident, it is the final limit of
anyone's rejecting or accepting, it can be neither rejected
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nor accepted [attained], it is able to be [the locus] of
superimposition because it is immediately evident just
through its inherent greatness.95
Sankara's second answer does not presuppose the superimposition that
has to be established, and so it should form the principal answer to the
question. 96
In concluding the section on the possibility of superimposition,
Padmapada comments on the following sentence of the bhli$ya:
I ,earned people consider that the superimposition, so
defined, is "ignorance" (avidya). And they call the
ascertainment of the real nature of a thing, by the
discrimination of what is superimposed, as "knowledge" _97
Padmapada raises this objection: if superimposition means "ignorance"
(avidya), then would it not have been better if Sankara had used the word
avidyli throughout his introductory essay? It is surely a more
straightforward procedure to consistently use the word avidyli rather than
to commence with the word adhyasa and then change to using the word
avidya halfway through the same piece of writing. Padmapada replies
that the word avidya primarily refers to the concealment of something,
and if avidya alone was used then only concealment would be referred to.
But not only is there concealment of the real, there is also the
presentation of something other that what really is. Sankara refers to this
erroneous presentation by the word adhyasa. Then he refers to the
erroneous presentation, the adhyasa, as avidya, to show that the adhyasa
can be removed just by knowledge, since it is grounded in concealment.98
Here, Padmapada again makes the point that avidya both conceals the real
and present~ something other than what is.

(5) The existence of superimposition
Padmapada says that in the concluding section of the Adhyasabhli$ya
Sankara demonstrates the actual existence of superimposition. Sankara
introduces this topic by saying:
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All epistemological activities, whether of a worldly or a
Vedic nature, take place presupposing this mutual
superimposition of the Self and the not-Self which has been
called avidya. And so do all the scriptures, whether they
deal with injunctions and prohibitions, or with liberation.99
Sankara raises the following question: how can it be said that all the
means of valid knowledge (prama~ia), as well as the contents of all the
scriptures, refer to a person.who is subject to erroneous superimposition?
In reply, Sankara says that epistemological operations cannot occur
without a cogniser, and cognisership is not possible without the
identification of "I" and "mine" with regard to the body and the senses.
Sankara further explains:
Ordinary dealings. such as perception etc. are impossible
without using the senses. The senses cannot function
without a location [the body]. And no one acts through a
body .which is without the superimposed sense of Self.
And without all of the above, the Self, who by nature is
unattached, cannot logically become a cogniser. And [it
was said that] epistemological operations do not occur
without a cogniser. Therefore, all the means of valid
knowledge, as well as the scriptures, only refer to the one
who is subject to erroneous superimposition.100
Padmapada does not go into much additional detail here. He says that the
Self does not undergo transformation, and so any type of transformation,
such as the feeling of desire etc., cannot occur without the "I" which is
intermingled with the mind that undergoes transformations. Therefore,
he says: "the inherently unattached and unchanging [Self] cannot ·logically
become the cogniser without the erroneous superimposition taking
place. "101 He goes on to say that even though all the epistemological
operations of the means of knowledge are only subsequent to this
superimposition, it does uot mean that the operations of the various
means of knowledge are thereby invalidated. Superimposition is
something common to all the means of knowledge, it affects neither their
validity or invalidity. All the means of knowledge are found to be
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inherently valid because the knowledge they produce is not sublated. 102
Padmapada says it is a fact that all epistemological activity requires
superimposition, and it is equally a fact that epistemological operations
are valid so long as they are not found to be falsified.
Towards the end of the Adhyasabha$ya Sai'lkara briefly defines
superimposition once again. He says: "superimposition means the
cognition of a thing [A] in something [B] where it [A] does not actually
exist (atasmin tadbuddhilJ). "103 This second definition brings out the
essential feature of superimposition more clearly than the formal
definition given earlier. Having briefly presented the meaning of
superimposition, Sankara proceeds to illustrate its actual occurrence on
the basis of one's own experience. He says:
For example, a person superimposes external attributes on
himself if, when his son or wife etc. are either injured or
fine in health, he thinks: "I am injured" or "I am fine". So
too a person superimposes the attributes of the physical
body on himself when he thinks: "I am fat", "I am thin", "I
am fair", "I am standing", "I mn going", "I am jumping".
So too a person superimposes the attributes of the senses
when he thinks: "I am dumb", "I am one-eyed", "I am
impotent", "I am deaf', "I am blind". Likewise, a person
superimposes the attributes of the mind such as desire,
intention, doubt, determination etc. In the same way, one
superimposes the mind on the inner-Self, the witness of all
the activities of the mind, and conversely, one
superimposes the inner-Self, the witness of everything, on
the mind etc. 104
We shall see Padmapada's comments on the above passage in some
detail. He notes that when Sankara says that a person superimposes
external conditions, the physical body and iL'> attributes, the attributes of
the senses and the attributes of the mind, "on himself' (atmani), what
Sankara is referring to by the word atman is not the pure Self, but the ''I",
or ego, i.e., the Self that is intermingled with the mind. 105 In the series
of superimpositions that Sankara has portrayed, the first superimposition
to occur is the one mentioned last, i.e., the mutual superimposition
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between the Self, the "not-this" pure Awareness, and the mind. It is this
superimposition that produces the "I" (ego) who is a blend of pure
Awareness mid mind. All subsequent superimposition involves the "I": "I
am fat", "I am blind", "I desire" and so on. It is this "I" that becomes the
basis for all sm:hsara, as Padmapada vividly portrays:
By the word "sva" [in the phrase "the witness of all the
activities of the mind" afo$asvapraclirasak$iIJ.i] what is
spoken of is the "knot" consisting of the "I"
(ahmikaragranthi) which forms the principal pillar of the
dance-hall of saiiJ.sara. 106 The activities of the mind consist
of various types of transformations such as desire
'
intention, the sense of doership etc. It is on account of
these transformations that a living being keeps going
around, helplessly, like one whose head is on fire, [in
various bodies] from Brahma down to an immobile
object.101
Padmapada next refers to Sankara's use of the words "witness" (sak$in)
and "inner-Self' (pratyagatman). In the first sentence he refers to the
meaning of the word sak$in, and in the next to the word pratyagatman:
The essential Awareness (citidha.tu), free from either
rejecting or accepting [anything] as it is unattached and
without change, reveals that entire activity directly (sak$llt),
i.e., without anything intervening. And the essential
Awareness is called "inner" (pratyak) since it is observed
of
that it seems to go in the reverse direction with respect
y
the body etc. which becomes external as "this". And'it is
the Self (atman) because it is literally the essential nature
(svariipa).1os

Padmapada then says that Sankara is specific in referring to the
mutual superimposition between Self and mind ("one superimposes the
mind on the inner-Self.. .. and conversely, one superimposes the inner-Self,
the witness of everything, on the mind etc.") because what happens in the
case of a superimposition is that only the superimposed object is seen
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and the locus remains unknown. When silver is superimposed on shell
the latter is not revealed. So if there is only the superimposition of the
mind etc. on the Self then the Self would not be revealed, but that is not
the case because the Self is always directly evident. So too, if there is
only the superimposition of Awareness on the mind etc. then the whole
world from the mind onwards would not be revealed. Since it is in accord
with experience that both Awareness and mind arc manifest, Sankara says
that there must be a mutual supcrimposition.109
A final point. If the primary superimposition is between the Self and
. the mind, and all subsequent superimposition presupposes this primary
superimposition in so far as all other superimposition involves the mind,
then why does Sankara indicate that the pure Awareness itself is
superimposed in all subsequent superimposition? Sankara has said
(supra): "and conversely, one superimposes the inner-Self, the witness of
everything, on the mind etc." The use of the word "etc." indicates that
the superimposition of .pure Awareness occurs in all cases of
superimposition. Padmapada replies that it is true that the primary
superimposition is between the Self and the mind and that all subsequent
superimposition involves the mind. However in all the subsequent cases
of superimposition the. mind does nothing more than make a thing
capable of being objectively revealed by Awareness. So in all cases of
superimposition - whether directly, as between Awareness and mind, or
indirectly as when Awareness and mind are superimposed on the senses
and the body etc. - the light of Awareness is invariably present. Therefore
the Self, the witness of everything, is superimposed on the mind and on
the senses etc. 110

(6) The sruti and its role in liberation
At the conclusion of the Adhyasabh~ya Sankara presents the result of
the inquiry into Brahman:
Thus there is this beginningless and endless, natural flow
of superimposition; it is in the form of wrong notions, it
is the source of the sense of doership and enjoyership and it
is directly evident to everyone. All the Vedanta [i.e.
Upani~ads] are begun [i.e. their study is undertaken] to
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attain the knowledge of the oneness of the Self so as to
remove this superimposition, the cause of all
misfortune. 111
Padmapada points out that when it is said that the Upani~a<ls arc studied
to put an end to an endless superimposition, what is implied is that the
Upani~ads alone arc the cause for its removal, otherwise it would be
endlcss. 112
Padmapada then raises an objection, the answer to which helps clarify
our understanding of the role of the Upani~ads in generating the liberating
knowledge:
[objection] Superimposition, the cause of misfortune, is
beginningless, so how can it be ended? Let me explain.
There is the superimposition merely of a class characteristic
"man" etc. Even when the "!"-cognition [ego] is
distinguished from that superimposition by reasoning, the
superimposition will continue as before since it is
beginninglcss.113
The idea is that superimposition, in the form of a mere general
identification "I am so and so", is bcginningless. And because it is
beginningless, mere discriminative.reasoning is insufficient to remove it.
Padmapada replies. to this objection:
No, because what is required is another knowledge, one that
arises from the sentence such as "you are That" etc. and
apprehends the nature of Brah~. For that knowledge
accurately reveals Brahman, and as it arises it removes the
beginningless avidya which (a) brings on the condition of
being an individual soul by concealing the fact that
Awareness is Brahman, and (b) is the cause of the
projection of the "I" etc. Then, once the cause is removed,
it is appropriate that its effect, i.e., the "I", the sense of
enjoyership in the individual soul, ceases along with all its
retinue. But the "!"-cognition is beginningless, for it
exists in the company of the entire aggregate of the body
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and senses which are themselves beginningless', and as there
is no opposition [between the "!"-cognition and the bodysense complexl the [superimposition] does not cease merely
by discriminating one's essential nature. 114
Padmapada says, similar to what Suresvara too has said, 11 s that the "!"cognition is a part of the superimposition itself, so it is not opposed to
superimposition, and therefore merely discriminating out the "I" from the
body and the senses etc. is not sufficient to remove superimposition.
The knowledge generated by the Upani~ads, however, is a different type
of knowledge, for it rev'eals Brahman. The VivaraJJa points out here that
samsara is not caused by a lack of discrimination of oneself a<; distinct
from the body etc., but it is caused by not knowing oneself to be
Brahrnan. 116 So it is ignorance of oneself as Brahman that is the cause of
samsara and such ignorance is removed only by the knowledge from the
Upani~ds.

Padmaplida will again return to this topic. Meanwhile he replies to
two objections concerning the sentence in the Adhyasabhfi$ya referred to
above, where it was said that the study of the Upani~ads is undertaken: "to
attain the knowledge of the oneness of the Self so as to remove this
superimposition, the cause of all misfortune." The first objection asks
why the removal of superimposition, the cause of all misfortune, is
mentioned separately from the attainment of "the knowledge of the
oneness of the Self'. Surely the removal of superimposition is part and
parcel of the knowledge of the Self, so why mention it separately?
Padmapada replies that the removal of superimposition is mentioned
separately because the subject matter of the Upani~ads is only to reveal
the real nature of oneself as Brahman. The removal of superimposition is
the "by-product" of this knowledge and that is why it is mentioned
separately. 117 He says that when sentences such as "you are That" reveal
Brahman, the negation of ignorance happens a<> the necessary by-product
of the rise of knowledge, like when one side of a set of scales is raised the
other side is automatically lowered, or like how the knowledge that "this
is shell" automatically removes the false notion of silver. His point here
is that the words of the Upani~ads have their scope just in revealing
Brahman, not in the removal of ignorance, and that is why the removal of
ignorance is mentioned separately. But when Brahman is revealed, the

445

remov~l of. ignorance along with its effect, superimposition, takes place
as the mvanable by-product of the knowledge. I IS
The second objection concerns the use of the word "attain" in the
sentence "to attain, the knowledge of the oneness of the Self"
(a~aikatvavidyapratipattaye). This seemingly pedantic query leads into
an important discussion. The objection is that it should be sufficient to
say that the Upani~ads are studied "for the knowledge of the oneness of
the Self', and there is no need to use the word "attain". Padmapada agrees
that the w~rd "attain" would norinally be redundant, but he says there is a
reason for its use here. He explains:

In the present context [the knowledge of the oneness of the
Self from the Upani~adsj, even though the knowledge ha<;
arisen, it is not firm, because the subject matter is
?verpowered by the thought that it is something
improbable, and by habitual ways of contrary thinking.
Just like in the world, a person may decide that something
cannot possibly exist at a particular place and time, but if
somehow by fate that thing is actually perceived, even
though the person sees it himself he is not convinced until
he shows it to be possible by using supporting logic.
Hence even right knowledge, if it is not certain about its
subject matter, seems to be unattained. So the knowledge
takes the help of supporting logic in order to establish
itself. That is why the logicians say that logic assists the
various means of knowledge.
[objection] What do you mean by "supporting logic"
(tarka)?

[reply] Reasoning (yukti).
[objection] This is just a synonym. Tell me its nature.
[reply] It is a cognition which determines the possibility or
the impossibility of the means of knowledge [eg. whether a
means of knowledge possesses intrinsic validity or not],
and of the relation between the word and its meaning [eg.
whether there is a literal meaning or a secondary meaning],
and of the subject matter [eg. whether there is difference or
non-difference betweenjfva and Brahman],
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[objection] If[the Vedanta] reveals its meaning by relying
on logic it would relinquish its independence and would
thereby cease to be a means of valid knowledge.
[reply] No it would not, because it gives definite knowledge
of its subject matter just through its inherent greatness.
[objection)] What then is the use of logic?
[reply] When there is a doubt about the possibility of what
is taught, and as a result the benefit of experience does not
arise, the utility of logic lies in removing the obstruction
to the experience by showing the possibility of what is
taught. So, in regard to the sentence "you are That", the
individual soul - the one expressed by the word "you" - does
not see the possibility of being Brahman, which is the
meaning of the word "That", and the individual soul thinks
itself to be of an opposite nature; and even though the
knowledge has arisen, the individual soul is not certain
until it sees the possibility that it is Brahman by removing
the contradiction by logic. Even though knowledge arose
from the sentence prior to using logic, the knowledge
seems as though it has not been attained. 119
A significant point to be noted from this quotation is that Padmapada
repeatedly says that the liberating knowledge arises from the sentence.
This teaching is held in common by Saiikara and Suresvara, and by Totaka
as wen.120 They all agree that immediate knowledge (aparok$ajiiana) can
take place from hearing the Upani~adic teaching. Padmapada is
particularly explicit about this, for not only can immediate knowledge
arise from the sentence, but he says three times that the knowledge has
arisen (vidya uditapi; samutpiil1I1e'pijiiane; vidya uditlipi vakyat) though
it may not be firmly established. Padmaplida's view is that the liberating
knowledge directly arises from hearing the sentence, but it may be
obstructed in the production of its result, i.e., liberation, because of the
feeling of a lack of certainty about the knowledge (asambhavana), and also
by the pattern of habitual contrary thinking (viparitabhavana). Padmapada
is saying that when the words of the Upani~ads reveal the knowledge,
liberation does not thereafter need to be gained, but rather the obstructions
to the reception of that liberating meaning have to be removed. There
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may not seem much difference between speaking of "gaining" liberation
and "removing" the obstructions to liberation, because if the knowledge
from the sentence stands obstructed then liberation is as good as
unattained. Nevertheless, there is a considerable psychological difference
between the two positions, because the first sees the smti as a mere "road
map" to the goal of liberation, whereas the second looks upon smti as
dirCC:tly ab!e to deliver the liberating knowledge. According to Padmaplida
the hberatmg knowledge has arisen, and only the obstructions have to be
removed for its full flowering. This teaching of these early Advaita
acaryas, which is centred around the liberating capacity of the Upani~adic
word, gradually lost ground over the centuries to the cultivation of
smnadhi- oriented yogic practices, though such a tendency can be seen in
Advaita even from the time of M~<,lanamisra.
In the above quotation Padmaplida advocates reasoning as the means
to remove the thought that the Upani~ads teach something improbable.
This reasoning can consist of investigating such matters as whether a
means of knowledge is inherently valid or whether it has to be validated
extrinsically, and whether language .can reveal the nature of Brahman
given that Brahman is not an object of words. The investigation of such
matters helps one to see the possibility of the sruti as the means of
knowledge about Brahman. Apart from improbability, Padmaplida also
mentioned "habitual contrary thinking" (viparitabhavana), but he has not
dealt with that issue here. 121 Therefore, the word "attain" in the
Adhyasabha$ya is not inappropriate, because it refers to the firmness of
the knowledge.
At this point we will introduce a discussion from later in the
Paiicapadika as it pertains to a matter just raised, namely how can the
smti reveal Brahman if Brahman is not an object of words? The
objection is put in this way: the Advaitin wishes to deny that Brahman is
the object of an action, and in so doing he denies that Brahman is an
object of even the act of knowing. But to deny that Brahman can be an
object of knowledge would be to deny that Brahman could be known
through the Upani~ads. The task before Padmaplida is to show how the
Upani~ads can reveal Brahman while he upholds the position that
~rahman is not an object of words. Padmaplida replies to the objection,
m a particularly compressed passage, where he says:
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The sastra is the means of knowledge for Brahman in a way
that is analogous to the worldly sentence "this is that
[Devadatta]" etc. To explain. The sentence "this is that
Devadatta" reveals non-difference through the falsification
of the different adjuncts of place and time. In a similar
way, the one who is expressed by the word "you" [in the
sentence "you are That"] thinks that he is the "I" [ego], and
from the sentence "you are That" he comes to understand
his oneness with what is expressed by the word "That". It
is analogous to the sentence "this is that Devadatta", [for
what happens is] the "not-this" Awareness is conditioned
by the world consisting of the known, the knower and the
act of knowing; these [differences] themselves being caused
by the limiting adjunct of the "this" portion, i.e., the "I".
The one expressed by the word "you" is shown to be the
result of the means of knowledge, i.e., to be the "not-this"
Awareness, through the implied falsification of that world
consisting of the known, the knower and the act of
knowing which are caused by the limiting adjunct of the
"this" portion, i.e., the ''I'' .122
Padmapada says that just as the essential Devadatta is recognised through
the falsification of the different limiting adjuncts of place and time, so
too the person referred to by the word "you" is revealed to be the nonobject Awareness through the falsification of the duality of knower,
known and the act of knowing, which is caused by the limiting adjunct
of the mind. The knowledge of one's real nature takes place
simultaneously with the falsification of the differences brought about by
the limiting adjunct. He says that the falsification is "implied" because
the statement of identity like "this is that Devadatta" or "you are lbat"
cannot be understood without the negation of erroneous differences.
Padmapada continues:
When those conditioning aspects are destroyed [i.e. when
the differences of knower etc. are falsified], at that very time
he [the hearer] abandons even tlle result of tlle means of
knowledge, and becomes free from distinctions. So even
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though the four beginning with the cogniser disappear
simultaneously, the fruit of the experience, which is
conditioned by these four, depends upon the sentence. That
is why those who know the Veda teacb that liberation
(nirval}a) is solely the domain of the Veda.123
Padmapada says that the sentence, operating as a means of knowledge,
has produced its result (pramiiI_1aphala) which is the specific cognition "I
am Brahman (i.e. "I am t11e unconditioned 'not-this' Awareness"). Once
the operation of the means of knowledge is over, the result of the means
of knowledge, the specific cognition "I am Brahman", also disappears
along wit11 the falsification of the knower, tlle known and tlle act of
knowing. So the se11tence produces the liberating cognition "I am
Brahman", but while that particular cognition also disappears, it leaves
behind the immediate understanding of one's real, limitless nature. And
the Upani~d sentence is required for the occurrence of tllat cognition. So
the Upani~ads reveal Brahman, but not how other means of knowledge
such as perception reveal their objects, for the Upani~ads reveal the Self
as Brahman by way of the falsification of limiting adjuncts.124
Padmapada again takes up the issue raised earlier, that mere
discrimination is insufficient for liberation, unlike.the knowledge arising
out of the Upani~ads. The objector argues that if mere discrimination is
insufficient, so too tlle knowledge of the Self as Brahman that arises from
the ,fruti would also be unable to remove the superimposition, for in both
cases the knot that is the "I" (ahalikaragra nthi) continues unaltered, and
superimpositions such as "I am a man" etc. are still seen to persist. 12 5
Padmapada replies:
That may be so here [in the mere discrimination of tlle "I"
from the body etc.], because ignorance has not been
removed. But here [in tlle knowledge of being Brahman],
as the knowledge tllat tlle Self is Brahman arises it removes
the defect of ignorance. How can it fail to remove that
flow [of superimposition] beginning from the knot of the
For tlle
enjoyer when ignorance is the cause?
understanding. by the individual soul tllat tlle Self is
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Brahman does not arise without sublating the ignorance
about that. 126
The point about the removal of ignorance (avidya) leads to the final
topic that we will but briefly discuss, which is about the liberated person
(jivanmukta). How intelligible is it to speak of "liberation while living"
once avidya is removed, because ordinary relations (vyavahara) entail
superimposition, and superimposition is the outcome of avidya? The
topic is raised in this way:
[objection] If ignorance (agrahaIJa) is removed by the
knowledge of Brahman, the consequence would be the
disappearance, at that very time, of the knot consisting of
the "I", since the "I" is caused by ignorance.
[reply] No, because it is possible for ignorance to persist
even on account of an impression (samskara), like how fear
persists. To explain. Even when fear has ceased because of
right knowledge, it persists on account of its impression,
and becomes the cause of trembling etc. So too ignorance
also persists on account of its impression and becomes the
cause of the knot consisting of the "I". So there is nothing
incongruous. 127
Padmapada says that avidya is removed by the knowledge of Brahman; he
does not say that a trace (Jesa) of avidya remains.12s What remains is
only the impression of avidyll. And just as the impression of past fear is
sufficient to cause the persistence of trembling and sweating, or just as
the scent of a flower lingers even after the flower is. removed, so the
liberated person continues to live on account of the impression of avidya,
but not because of the persistence of avidya.

BSBh (Adhyasabh~ya)p.4f., line lf, (tr) p.1.
Ibid., p.25ff., line 4, (tr) p.6.

2

PP p.9, (MRI) p.23ff., (tr) p.2.
4

pp p.lOf., (MRI) p.25f., (tr) p.2.

5

The "old bull" is an example of a nonsense verse. "An old bull
with a blanket and sandals stood at the door singing madraka
songs. A Brahman lady wanting a son, asks him: 'O king, what
is the price of garlic in the land of Ruma?'." Cf. tr. p.4, n.5.
(MRI) p.30, cf. the commentary, Tattvadipana.

6

PP p.12f, (MRI) p.29f., (tr.) p.3f.

7

Sankara also makes this point in US 18. 215-217.
PP p.l9f., (MRI) p.34f., (tr.) p.6.

9

PP p.21, (MRI) p.39, (tr.) p.7.

10

Cf. (tr.) p.7, n.14. 4.22 of the Yogasiitra.
Padmapada' s
expression resembles the words in the siitra: "citer
apratisalikramayal;l .... " This expression is also found in the
Brahmasiddhi, Kuppuswami Sastri (ed.), op.cit., p.4, line 3.

11

Cf. US 5. 5 and 6. 5-6. NS 2.46. PP p.70f., (MRI) p.128, (tr.)
p.46. Also, PP p.86, (MRI) p.152f., (tr.) p.56.

12

PP p.22, (MRI) p.41, (tr.) p.7.

13

Cf. VivaraQa, p.60, (MRI) p.41.

14

PP p.23, (MRI) p.42, (tr.) p.8.
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According to the Word Index to the Brahma-Siitra Bha,~ya of
Sankara (Univ. of Madras, Part One, 1971, Part Two, 1973), the
compound mithyajii ananimit ta occurs, apart from the above
usage, on three other occasions (BSBh 1.1.4, p.94, line 8, (tr.)
p.40; 1.2.8, p.167, line 17, (tr.) p.118; 4.2.8, p.862, line 7, (tr.)
857). In addition, there are other similar expressio ns eg.
mithyajii anakalpi ta (BSBh 1.2.8, p.168, line 4, (tr.) p.118;
1.4.10, p.309, line 1, (tr.) p.263) and mithyajiia11akrta (BSBh
1.3.19, p.236, line, 5, (tr.) p.193) and also
mithyajii anavijpnb hita (BSBh 2.1.14, p.376, line 4, (tr.) p.329;
2.1.22, p.395, line 2 (tr.)p.349 ). The term mithyajii ana occurs
uncompoundcd with other expressions on eleven occasions (BSBh
1.1.2, p.53, line 3, (tr.) p.16; 1.1.4, p.90, line 3, (tr.) p.38; and
p.95, line 4, (tr.) p.40; 1.3.28, p.254, line 5, (tr.) p.211; 2.1.9,
p.365, lines 6 and 12, (tr.) p.319; 2.1.14, p.376, line 7, (tr.)
p.329; 2.3.30, p.540, line 13, (tr.) p.491; 4.1.13, p.847, line 8,
(tr.) p.837; 4.1.15 p.851, line 1, (tr.) p.840; 4.1.19, p.854, line
9, (tr.) 846).
In most of the above instances it is unclear whether
mithyaji iana refers to a bhavariipaj11a11a or simply means
"wrong understanding". On niost occasions the term could be
understood either way, depending upon the presuppositions with
which one approaches the text. There are a couple of instances,
however, where Sankara unambiguously uses the expression to
mean merely a "wrong understanding". For example, BSBh
p.1.1.4, p.95, line 4, when he says sarlratmabhimanalak$il1Jam
mithyajiia11am. Also, cf. BSBh 1.1.2, p.53, line 3; 1.3.28,
p.254, line 5.

16

PP p.26, (MRI) p.46, (tr.) p.10.

17

Padmapada too qualifies avidya by both the terms a11adi and
anirvacaniya, cf. PP p.66, (MRI) p. 122. Also (MRI) Fourth
Van:iak:a, p. 506, mithyai vanirvacaniyanadyavidyavilasita.
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18

PP p.27, (MRI) p.50f., (tr.) p.11. The term "tat" in
tatsvariipasattamatranubandhi11l is glossed by the Vivar~ia, PP
p.89, as atmatattva. This would be correct because Padmapada
had previous ly said, PP p.23, 11aisar gika=pr atyakcaita11yasatramatranubandhl.

19

PP p.27, (MRI) P-,53, (tr.) P: 11.

20

Vivar~rn p.64f, (MRI) p.46, nanu katham mithyajii anam
adhylisasya upadhlinam? tasmin sati adhyasasya udayat, asati ea
anudayad iti briimal).

21

VivaraIJa p.89, (~RI) p.53.

22

PP p.28, (MRI) p.56f., (tr.) p.11.
VivaraIJa p.96, (MRI) p.56.

24

PP p.29, (MRI) p.60f., (tr.) p.12.

25

NS 3. v.1 (samb.). Sankara, in BUBh 1.4.10, p.669, line 25 to
p.670 line 6, (tr) p.102f. Here, Sankara argues by postulation
based on sruti (.frutarthapatti) that Brahman is the object of
avidya. And when he says that, "there is no other sentient entity ·
apart from Brahman who is the author of avidya or subject to
error" he indicates by postulation that Brahman must also be the
locus of avidya.

26

PP p.30, (MRI) p.62f., (tr.) p.12.

27

He refers to postulation based on fa1ti (§rutarthapatti) to prove the
"existence" of avidya in PP p.73f., (MRI) p.135f., (tr.) p.47f.
Again cf. PP p.81, (MRI) p.150, (tr.) p.54.
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arthlidhylisa). He says that the definition of adhyiisa as "the
28

Cf. VivaraIJa p.74, (MRI) p.49f. The explanation of the VivaraIJa
is repeated in the commentary Prabodhaparifodhini of
A.tmasvariipa, PP p.30, "a vidyiikiiryatvam prasiidya,

manifestation, similar to memory, of something which was seen
before and is now seen somewhere else", is applicable to both the
manifested object, the silver, and to the cognition that manifests
the object. In our everyday dealings (vyavahlira) a distinction is
made between the sense object and the cognition of the sen~e
object, eg. the table and our cognition of the table. The table
(vi$aya) and our 'cognition of the table (vi$aylikliravrtti) are
considered to be distinct. Similarly, even in the case of adhyllsa,
the Advaitin makes a distinction between the pratibhllsikavi$8ya,
the perceptual object silver which appears on ,the shell, and its
cognition. Thus a distinction is maintained between the rajata and
the rajatajiimia. . So just as in vya vahlira there is a distinction
between the object and its cognition, a similar distinction is
upheld even in a pratibhasika situation. This means that in such
cases as silver appearing on shell, the Advaitin accepts the
exist~nce ofa prlitibhlisika silver as distinct from the pratibhlisika
cognition of silver.

avidyiiriipeIJa aniiderapi kiiryavyaktirfipeIJa siiditvam aviruddham."
29

PP p.23, (MRI) p.42, (tr.) p.8.
PP p.31, (MRI) p.67, (tr.) p.13. The VivaraIJa, p.112 (MRI)
p.67, makes the amendment that the very first adhyiisa is that of
ajiiana on caitanya. Atmasvariipa, p.31, observes that the
ajiiiiniidhyiisa in the iitmii is aniidi and the ego is the first
kiiryiidhyiisa.

31

PP p.32, (MRI)

32

PP p.32f., (MRI) p.69f., (tr.) p.14. Padmapada says that the
portion of the bhii$ya from "ko'yam adhyiiso niima" up to
"katham punar avidyiivadvi$ayiiQi" is meant to present the
definition of adhyiisa and show its possibility. The portion from
"katham punar avidyiivadvi$ayiiQi" onwards is meant to
demonstrate the actual existence of adhyiisa.

p.6~f.,

(tr.) p.13f.

pp p.33f., (MRI) p.70f. (the reading should be prthak na
kartavyal;J), (tr.) p.14f.

PP p.34f., (MRI) p.72f., (tr.) p.15f.
BSBh p. lOf., line 1. (tr.) p.2.
PP p.40f., (MRI) p.75f., (tr.) p.17f.
At this point Padmapada says: "this definition is also applicable
to the manifestation [i.e. to the knowledge] which has that thing
[the silver] as its object." PP p.41, (MRI) p.78, (tr.) p.18.
Padmapiida is referring to what is known as vi$ayiidhyiisa (or

l

In the course of this discussion Padmapada briefly makes a point
that is worth noting. He sa:ys that in the case of silver appearing
on shell: "the cognition that has something unreal (mithyli) as its
object is called an unreal cognition. The knowledge (cognition)
is not itself unreal, because it is not negated." PP p.52, (MRI)
p.95, (tr.) p.28f. Here, as elsewhere (eg. PP p.55, (MRI) p.104,
(tr.) p.32) Padmapada says that sublation (badhli) is the criterion
for unreality (mithylitva). The silver appearing on the shell is.
unreal (i.e. inexpressible, nirupakhya, as either sat or asat - for
·this is what the word mithya means) because the silver is negated.
The cognition, or knowledge, is not unreal because it is not
. negated. The object of knowledge is unreal but the knowledge of
the object is not unreal because the knowledge is not negated.
Here, we find the teaching that knowledge is inherently valid
(svatafl pramliIJya).
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Alston, closely following Paul Hacker's work Vi varca
(Wiesbaden, 1953), points out that this definition is modelled
upon the definition of vivarta given in the Vakyapad~ya V(tti

Cf. The Tarkadipika of Annanbhatfa, "A definition presents the
specific property (asadhara~iadhanna) which is co-extensive with
what is to be defined (Jak.:;yatavacchedakasamaniyatatvam). Y.V.
Athalye, Tarka-Smilgraha of Annambhaf{a, with the author's own
Dipika and Govardhana's Nyaya-Bodhinf. Poona: Bhandarkar
Oriental Research Institute, 1974, p.4.
40

PP p.55, (MRI) p.109, (tr.) 33f.

41

Padmapa~a first referred to these earlier, cf. PP p.5lf., (MRI)
p.94f., (tr.) p.28.

42

PP p.56, (MRI) p.110, (tr.) p.35.

43

PP p.56, (MRI) pJ 10, (tr.) 35.

44

Padmapada uses the term vivarta or vivartate on four other
occasions. (1) PP p.115, (MRI) p.201, (2) (MRI) p.532 (5th
Vafl,laka), (3) (MRI) p.561 (6th Vafl,laka), and (4) (MRI) p.562.
(We have also come across one occasion when Suresvara used the
expression jagad vivartate, BUBhV vol.2, 3.8.130). However at
this time the word vivarta does not seem to have become the
special technical term to denote an apparent transformation. This
can be seen in Padmapada's use of the word, because in the
present context he speaks of the avidyafaktir alambanataya
vivartatc. The author of tbe VivaraJJa, Praka~atman (circa 1000
AD), amends Padmapada's statement. PrakaSatman said that it is
only the Awarends that appears to transform, through its
avidyasakti, into the dream objects (caitanyam eva svavidyaya
vivartate). PP (VivaraIJa) p.180f., (MRI) p.111. Prakasatman
later on presents a definition of vivarta and of pariIJama. (MRI)
p.532. He says vivarta is when: "one thing, without deviating
from its real nature, comes to appear in various unreal forms
which are of an opposite nature to the original" (ekasya tattvad
apracyutasya piirvaviparitasatyanekarilpavabhaso vivartafl). A.J.
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(ekasya
tattvad
apracyutasya
bhedanukarel}aasatyavibhaktiinyarilpopagrahita vivarta{l). A.J. Alston, Early
Post-.~mpkara Advaita, Ph.D. thesis, Banares Hindu University,
1963, p.417. Praka~atman's definition of pariIJama is: "one thing

comes to assume another, real form, by abandoning its prior
condition (ekasya pii.rvarilpaparityagena satyarii.pantarapattifl
pariIJamafl). Therefore by the time of Prakasatman the word
vivarta is clearly used as a technical term to describe an illusory
transformation. We have argued throughout this book that none
of the authors discussed accept that Brahman undergoes any real
transformation. All authors, though they may not have used the
term vivarta, or may not have used it in its later specialised
meaning, arc alert to avoid the consequence of impermanence
should Bral1man undergo the slightest real change. In fact, the
whole discussion of maya is introduced in Advaita only to
account for the possibility of the appearance of the world given
that Brahman is ultimately untransformed.
45

PP p.57, (MRI) p.112 where the reading of PP seems preferable,
(tr.) p.35.

46

PP p.58, (MRI) p.l 13f. (tr.) p.36.

47

PP p.62, (MRI) p.118, (tr.) p.40. It is smpctimcs wondered
whether Advaitins have correctly understood the Madhyamika
teaching. Certainly, the sii.nyavada does not say that nothing
exists; sii.llyavada teaches the relativity of everything. It may be
that Advaitins have not fully understood the .Sii.nya vada, but
Padmapada's objection is not based upon a misunderstanding.
Padmapada just a<>ks the question in what does everything appear?
Any unreal appearance must have a final, unnegated substrate,
which is something the Madhyamika denies.
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48

PP p.63, (MRI) p.118f., (tr.) p.40.

49

PP p.64, (MRI) p.120, (tr.) p.40f.

50

PP p.65 f., (MRI) p.120f., (tr.) p.41f. Stephen Phillips in his
article, "Padmapada's illusion argument", Philosophy East and
West. Vol.37, no.I, 1987, finds no reason why the pure
Awareness should be unsublatable. His argument is vitiated to
some extent by the supposition he brings to his reading of
Advaita, i.e., he shares the common ·view that Advaita is
speaking of some "mystical experience". What Advaita is saying
may indeed appear mystical, but when properly understood,
Advaita (or at least the Advaita of Saiikara and his disciples,
Suresvara, Padmapada,; Totaka and Hastamalaka) is speaking about
the nature of everydJy Consciousness (which it distinguishes
from "thought") and it attempts to l.iberate the seeker from the
misunderstanding about the finite nature of that ordinary
Consciousness. It is not talking about the existence of a "superConsciousness" as something existing apart from ordinary
Consciousness itself. Also, note the comments of Wilhelm
Halbfass: "PadmapMa's argumentation, which is based on a
phenomenology of immediacy and deals with the nature of
experiencing as such, is obviously different from any mystical
reliance on extraordinary experiences. As a matter of fact,
Padmapada never refers to such special experiences." W.
Halbfass, ;'The Concept of Experience in the Encounter Between
India and the West" in, India and Europe: An Essay in
Understanding. Albany: State University of New York Press,
1988, p.391. The topic of "experience" was discussed in some
detail in chapter six.

51

PP p.76f., (MRI) p.146f., (tr.) p.50f.
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52

PP p.78f., (MRI) p.148, (tr.) p.52. The discussion is somewhat
unclear at this point and Padmapada's reply has had to be
reconstructed with the help of the commentaries.

53

PP p.79f. (tatha hi ... ), (MRI) p.149, (fr.) p.53, cf. n.110.
Sankara also says: "O how unfathomable, impenetrable and
wondrous is this maya! For all living beings, though in truth
identical with the supreme reality, when they are taught this they
fail to grasp 'I am the supreme Self and they take themselves to
be the non.-Self, the aggregate consisting of the body and the
senses etc., even though that aggregate is something seen by the
Self, like a pot etc.; and even without being told they say 'I am
the son of so and so'." KaUBh 1.3.12, p.82, line 24f., (tr.)
p.162f.

54

PP ibid.

55

BSBh p.16f., line 2f., (tr.) p.3.

56

The Vivara.Qa p.230, and the commentary of Atmasvariipa
(p.85) who follows the VivarBI)a, say that the word ahaiikara
means the internal-organ (ant1$kata.Qa).

57

PP p.86, (MRI) p.152f., (tr.) p.56.

58

PP p.133f., (MRI) p.237f., (tr.) p.100.

59

PP p.113f., (MRI) p.195, (tr.) p.80.

60

Vivara.Qa p.230, (MRI) p.152, Prabodhaparisodhinlp.85.

61

PP p.91, (MRI) p.162f., (tr.) p.59f.

litmaiva citipraklISa
lipadyate, na tadatiriktatathlividhaphalasadbhlive pramlIJ)am asti.
The Vivaral)a. p.254, (MRI) p.163, says sthliyylitmaivlinubhav~.
The Prabodhaparisodhinl, p.92, says litmaivlinubhav~.
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62

PP p:92, (MRI) p.163f., (tr.) p.60.

63

PP p.92, (MRI) p.164, (tr.) p.61. The VivaraJJa , p.254, (MRI)
p.164 says, naiw nilasarhvitsthit ikale pitasa1hvido'bh avat

Padmaplida

"location of both the power of thought and the power of activity''.
With reference to the power of activity it is called as pril!Ja. This
presents a certain difficulty, for in sleep the prlil)a continues to
function whereas the "I" is not manifest at that time. So how can
the prai;ia and the ahalikara be the same? The author of the
Vivarai;ia is aware of this difficulty and he offers three
explanations to get around the problem. His primary explanation
is to qualify Padmapada's statement by saying: ''prai;ia is not
meant to be understood as just the ahaiikara, but what is said is
just that the ahmikara has the power of action in that the aharikara
is the cause for the prlil)a - which has a separate existence - to
operate in it~ fivefold way. For it is seen that the function of the
prlil)a depends upon the mind." Alternatively, he says that as the
mind has parts it can be supposed that just one part, i.e., the
power of thought, disappears in sleep. PP Vivarm,1a, p.269,
(MRI) p.174, line IOf.

sthitivinafau dr~tau dharmibhedarh kalpayatal) iti codyam
udbhavya pariharati.
64

PP p.92, (MRI) p.164, (tr.) p.61.

65

PP p.93, (MRI) p.164f., (tr.) p.61.

66

VivaraJJa p.256, (MRI) p.165 with the Tattvadlpana, line 15f,
PrabodhaparLfodhinI, p .93.

67

PP p.93, (MRI) p.165, (tr.) 62.

68

PP p.94f., (MRI) p.165f., (tr.) p.62f. I have omitted the
following discussion about sleep for according to the
commentator s
(Vivar ai;i a p.266, (MRI) p.172,
Prabodhaparisodhinlp.96) it does not present the siddhanta but is
just showing that the opponent's position is not tenable from the
opponent's own standpoint.

69

PP p.97, (MRI) p.172, (tr.) p.66.

70

PP p.98f., (MRI) p.173f., (tr.) p:66f.

71

PP p.99, (MRI) p.174, (tr.) p.68.

72

Ibid. The word mithya should be understood in its full meaning
of "inexpressible as truly real or as entirely fictitious"
(.sadasadbhyam anirvacyam).

73

PP p.100, (MRI) p.176f., (tr.) p.68f. Padmapada says that the
"I" (ahariklira) - which essentially refers to the mind itself - is the
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74

PP p.100, (MRI) p.178, (tr.) p.69.

75

PP p.102, (MRI) p.180, (tr.) p.70.

76

PP p.102, (MRI) p.180f., (tr.) 70f.

77

PP p.102, (MRI) p.181, (tr.) p.71.

78

PP p.102, (MRI) p.181, (tr.) p.71.

79

PP p.103, (MRI) p.181f., (tr.) 71f.

80

PP p.104, (MRI) p.182, (tr.) p.72.

81

Sankara also uses the illustration of a face and its reflection in the
US 18. vv.37, 38 and especially 43. Saiikara and Padmapada are
each using the example in very different ways. Sankara uses the
example to show that just as the reflected image is unreal, so too
the ego, the reflection of the Atman in the mind, is unreal.
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Padmapada is using the illustration to show that the a11idammi1fa
in the "I" is Brahman itself, like how a reflection is identical to
the original (ahmikartur anidammMo bimbad iva pratibimbarh na
brahmm.io vastvantaram. PP p.104, (MRI) p.182). So Sankara
employs the illustration of the reflection to show the unreality of
the ego, whereas Padmapada uses it, not to show the unreality of
the ego, but to show that the essence of the ego, the anidamarhfa,
is real and none other than Brahman, like how a reflection of a
face is identical, to the original face. 'Thus they are both using the
same example to say different things, but not contradictory
things. Padmapada's interpretation of the illustration should not
be pressed too far, because the a11idamalilsa is not really a
reflection and so his use of the illustration is fairly loose.
Padmapada is not saying that the jlva is real and identical to
Brahman, which is the way in which he is generally interpreted.
He is saying that the a11idamalilfa aspect of the }Iva is real and
identical to Brahman.
82

PP p.104, (MRI) p.182, (tr.) p.72.

&3

PP p.107, (MRI) p.185, (tr.) p.74. In defending the view that the
reflection is not mithya, Padmapada is contradicting Sankara in
US 18. vv.37, 43, where Sankara argues that the reflection is
unreal. It ought be remembered, however, as mentioned above in
note 81, that Sankara and Padmapada are using the illustration
differently, and that has put Padmapada at variance with Sankara
over the interpretation of the status of the reflection in the
illustration. There is no contradiction in their final teachings.

84

PP p.108, (MRI) p.185, (tr.) p.74.

85

In the BSBh 3.3.9, Sankara discusses four possible meanings of
co-referentiality. These are (1) adhyasa, here he refers to the
metaphorical adhyasa as in the superimposition of the deities on
the forms of the images, (2) sublation as in yad rajatalil sa
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fokti}J, (3) identity as in so'yarh devadatta}J, (4) specification
(vi§e,~;UJa) as in nilam utpalam.
86

PP p.113, (MRI) p.195, (tr.) p.79.

87

As, for instance, in the Vivar31.1a where the pratibimba viewpoint
is defended, p.189f., (MRI) p.189f.

88

PP p.104, (MRI) p.182, (tr.) p.72. ahaiikartur anidamalil.fo
bimbad iva pratibimbarh na brahmm:10 vastvantaram.

89

PP p.114f., (MRI) p.199f., (tr.) p.80f.

90

PP p.115f., (MRI) p.200f., (tr.) p.81.

91

PP p.117, (MRI) p.203, (tr.) p.83.

92

US 14. 3-4; 18. 155-157. In the TUBh 2.1.1, p.284f., line 25f.,
(tr.) p.296, Sankara says that the mind transforms into the shape
of the sense objects.

93

PP p.133f., (MRI) p.237f., (tr.) p.100.

94

BSBh p.17f., line 2f., (tr.) p.3.

95

PP p.136, (MRI) p.241, (tr.) p.103f.

96

Cf. Vivara1.1a p.342, (MRI) p.238. savikalpake adhisthane
savikalpadhyasa iti vadata}J asmatpratyayavi$1lyatvat iti p~hara
ukta}J. idanim nirvikalpake 'pi savikalpadhyasa sambhavati
ityaha ...These remarks of the Vivara1.1a are repeated in the
Prabodhaparisodhinl, p.135.

97

BSBh p.19, line 2f., (tr.) p.3f.

98

PP p.138, (MRI) p.244, (tr.) p.105.
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99

BSBh p.20, line lf., (tr.) p.4.

100

BSBh p.20f., line 4f., (tr.) p.4.

101

PP p.143f., (MRI) p.251, (tr.) p.109.

102

PP p.144 badhanupalabdhel,J. prlimi'ilJyam, (MRI) p.252, (tr.) 110.

103

BSBh p.24, line 2, (tr.) p.5.

104

BSBh p.24f., line 2f., (tr.) p.5f.

105

PP p.154f. asmadartbas ea- ahampratyayisambhinna evaanidalileidam.fo vi~ayal,J., napunal,J. foddha eva ... (MRI) p.263, (tr.)
p.120.

106

'The tenth chapter in the Pm'icada§I, Nafakadlpa, could conceivably
have taken it'> inspiration from this sentence of the Pmcapiidika.

107

PP p.156, (MRI) p.264, (tr.) 121.
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Brahman" (tr.) p.126. Dr R. Krishnamuiti Sastri oLMadras
explained the phrase as: brahma swilyag bodhayitva and said that
the word brahm31Jai,J. is a kannm.1i s~(hi.
115

Cf. The section discussing anvayavyatircka in the preceding
chapter.

116

Vivar31Ja p.377, (MRI) p.270, na ea vyatireka11avabodhanimitt.a{l
sarilsaral,J. ki11tu bral1ma11avabodhm1imittal,1.

117

PP p.165, (MRI) p.272, (tr.) p.128f.

yadyeva1i1

brahmatmavagatinantariyaka m anarthahetor avidyayal,J.
prahi'ilJam .... tcnaprthali nirdi.~yate. PP p.169, (MRI) p.279, (tr.)
p.132. tad evam asabdam a vidyavilayam man vanal,J.
srutinyayakovido bhagavan bh~yakaro vi~ayat prthag nirdifati
-asyanarthahetol,J. prnhi'ilJaya iti.
118

PP p.166f., (MRI) p.276f., (tr.) p.129f.

119

pp p.170 f., (MRI) p.280f., (tr.) 133f.

120

Cf. Michael Comans (tr), Extrncting the Essence of the Sruti: The
Srutisarasamuddharai;iam of Totakacarya. Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1996.

121

The Vivaral)a tries to include it by saying that tarka means purity
of mind, p.408, (MRI) p.286, (tr.) p.134, note 257.

108

PP p.156f., (MRI) p.264, (tr.) p.121.

109

pp p.157, (MRI) p.267, (tr.) p.122.

llO

PP p.158f., (MRI) p.267f., (tr.) p.122f.

111

BSBh p.25f., line 3f., (tr.) p.6.

122

(MRI)9th Van:iaka, p.636f., (tr.) p.307f.

ll2

PP p.160f., (MRI) p.268, (tr.) p.124.

123

(MRI) p.638, (tr.) p.308.

ll3

PP p.162, (MRI) p.269, (tr.) p.126.

124

114

PP p.162f., (MRI) p.269f., (tr.) p.126f. The phrase brahmal}oavacchidya has been translated as "accurately reveals Brahman".
Venkataramiah also translates "revealing the real nature of

This whole discussion centres on the passage in the BSBh 1.1.4,
p.79, line lf., (tr) p.31: "[objection] If Brahman is not an object,
there is no logical possibility that the sastra can reveal Brahman.
[reply] ~o, because the sastra aims at removing the differences
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superimposed through ignorance. The sastra does not seek to
present Brahman as an object referable by a 'this'. How then does
it teach Brahman? The sastra reveals Brahman as the inner-Self
as not an object, by way of removing the difference of cognised'.
cogniser, cognition etc. which is superimposed by ignorance."
125

PP p.173, (MRI) p.289, (tr.) p.135f.

126

PP p.173, (MRI) p.289, (tr.) p.136.

127

PP p.174, (MRI) p.290, (tr.) p.136f.

128

The Vivara~ia, p.415, (MRI) p.291, brings in avidyale.fa as an
alternative explanation.

Postscript on Method

By way of conclusio~ I wish to summarise my views about the
method of traditional Advaita. Firstly, it is impossible to understand the
authors discussed here without recognising their profound commitment to
the sruti as revelation. Though the word .fruti refers to the Veda as a
whole, it is the portion of the sruti known as Upanisads that constitutes
the special focus of the Advaita tradition. The followers of Advaita
consider that the Upanisads are the means of knowledge (pramaIJil) capable
of revealing the metaphysical reality called Brahman. That reality is not
an object of the senses, so it cannot be known through perception.
Neither can \t be known by inference, since inference depends upon the
data of perception. Traditional Advaita is therefore centred upon the
revealing words of the sruti.
Secondly, it is clearly the view of Sankara and those disciples whom
we have discussed, Sure§vara and Padmapada, that the Upanisads do more
than merely point out the existence of that metaphysical reality. The
Upanisads also offer ways by which we can know that reality. The
Upanisads employ various ways, or stratagems (prakriya), to
communicate it. Notable among these are the utilisation of cause and
effect (karaIJa-karya -prakriya); the analysis of the three states of
experience: waking, dream and dreamless sleep (avastbatraya-prakriya); and
the analysis of the five "sheaths" (pancakoia-prak riya). The Upani5ads
frequently employ teachings that rely upon the relation of the First
Cause, which is always both the efficient and the material cause, to its
effects, in order to reveal That which is, ultimately, neither a cause nor an
effect. They also r~fer to the three states of experience, to waking, dream
and dreamless sleep, as a way of revealing That which underlies the three
states but is never "touched" by those states or by the attributes
belonging to those states. In the Taittirfya Upanisad there is the
presentation of the five "sheaths" to discern the innermost Self as
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Brahman. Thus the Upani~ads employ various techniques. But the
fundmnental method of the Upani~ad-; and of classical Advaita, I believe,
is just one. It consists of the negation of superimposition together with
the use of the implied meaning (lak,sm.ia) of certain significant words that
can point to the nature of the reality that is not the object of the direct
meaning of any word. Thus the basic method of the Upani~ads, as
understood by Sankara and his disciples, can be seen to consist in
negation coupled with the use of lak§aJJll.
Thirdly, not only do the Upani~ads teach the existence of the
fundmnental metaphysical reality, and also present various ways for its
realisation, but in the eyes of Sankara and his disciples the Upani~ads can
directly reveal the nature of that reality itself, through the implied
meaning of certain words. To these Advaitins the Upani~ads arc more
than "maps" revealing the existence of the goal and describing how to
reach it; they can directly take the seeker to the goal, since there is no
actual distance between the seeker and the sought, the true Self. Therefore
the Upani~ads are more than manuals of instruction; they are themselves
capable of directly revealing the truth provided the seeker is sufficiently
ready. And they can do this through the method of implication that is
used along with negation. Since the fruti itself has this liberating
capacity, meditative practices for Sankara and his followers are more
concerned with contemplating the meaning of what is revealed through
the words of the Upani~ads, and integrating that meaning into one's own
existential self-understanding, than about the cultivation of yogic
practices involving suppression of the mind leading to 11irvikalpasariladhi.
Contemplation, or assimilation (rrididhyasana), is about being rather than
doing, for doing presupposes the agentship of the }Iva whereas the
Advaita contemplation does not of necessity involve such practices as
control of the mind. Advaita contemplation involves the negation of
superimpositions by knowledge, so as to see oneself as intrinsically free
from all ·superimposed upadhis. In the centuries after Saiikarn, samadhiorientated practices were increasingly fostered onto Sankara's Advaita
when Maq<;lana's view about the role of the .fruti and the need for its
supplementation by other sadhana was incorporated into Sankara Advaita
by Vacaspati, who in tum linked that view to yogic samadhi, and taught
that the sruti necessarily presents mediate (parok§a) knowledge which
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must then be made immediate through disciplines such as the suppression
of the mind leading to samadhi.
This sruti- centred method of Advaita, as we can see in the ca<>e of
Sankara and his disciples, requires a link between a pupil (si§ya) and a
guru, where the pupil hears the traditional teachings explained by the guru
who should be learned in the scriptures (.frotriya) a<> well a<; established in
the knowledge of Brahman (brahma11i§t/.la). At various places Sankara
speaks of the qualities required of the pupil, and in the Upadc§asa11asrlhe
also refers at length to .the qualities required of tl1e teacher of
Brahmavidya. The association between si§ya and acarya rests at the very
heart of Indian spiritual life, and for Sankara too the tradition of a received
and, in turn, transmitted wisdom (sampradaya) occupies a central place in
his outlook. We can see this played out in the legendary biographies of
Saiikarn, for all the Saiikarav~jayas contain the episode of Sankara meeting
his guru Govindapada, and. by doing so he is shown to be connected to an
illustrious lineage that extends back through Gau<;lapada to the seers Suka
and Vyasa. 1 So the importance of traditional instruction, of hearing the
teaching from, a qualified teacher (sampradayavit), is not to be overlooked,
for it forms an integral part of the method of traditional Advaita.
Consequently, one's own independent reading of the texts, without having
received any instruction from a teacher who represents the sampradaya,
does not form a part of the traditional Advaita method which is intended,
after all, for the purpose of liberation.
A final point. With regard to the process of the negation of
superimposition, I do not believe the sru ti negates fictitious
superimpositions. It is not the Ca'ie that the sruti, as part of its technique
(prakriya), sets up imaginary superimpositions in order to negate them.
Rather, the Upani~ads negate superimpositions that empirically exist.
Thus I do not believe that I svara is set up as some sort of fictitious entity
merely to serve the higher purpose of negation. In the Upani~ads
Brahman is declared to be the efficient as well a~ the material cause of the
objectively existing world. When Brahman is spoken of in the context of
the causality of the world, it is Brahman as I svara that is referred to. The
negation of I svaratva in Brahman is concomitant with tl1e negation - or to
be more precise the ascertainment of the mithyatva - of the relation of the
effect to its material cause. For when the effect, the world, is found to be
mithya, the material and efficient causality of Brahman too is discovered
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to be mithya.

But even then, at this level of ultimate truth
"I svara is negated". Rather,
it is the I svara-ncss of Brahman, the aspect of "rulership" etc. that are ·
relational to the creatorship of a real world, that ultimately "disappears"
(apagata), leaving the unconditioned Awareness-Being, the para Brahman,
appearing as, or being only apparently transformed (vivarta) into, the
universe.
Thus in statements about superimposition and negation we should
not down play the l §varatva aspect of the para Brahman and mistakenly
believe that I §vara is just a fiction posited for the purpose of negation.
To do so ignore the undeniable existence of the vyavahara world (mithya
though it proves to be upon inquiry). Thus the understanding of Advaita
requires the correct appreciation of the domains of vyavahara and
paramartha, and the making of a proper demarcation between each, while
yet being able to appreciate, though perhaps not rationally explain, the
seeming paradox of two simultaneous "levels'', or perspectives, of truth.
According to the tradition we have discussed, the liberated person
continues to transact in the empirical world that is the manifestation of
I svara, at the same time having the immediate knowledge that the
untransformed, and thereby acosmic (ni!jprapaiica), para Brahman, is the
highest truth.
(paramarthatal_J), it is less than accurate to say

J. Bader, Conquest of the Four Quarters: Traditional Accounts of
the Life of .~alikara, op.cit., p.51, 57.
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to be mithya.
But even then, at this level of ultimate truth
(paramarthatal;I), it is less than accurate to say "I svara is negated". Rather,
it is the I svara-ness of Brahman, the aspect of "rulership" etc. that are
relational to the creatorship of a real world, that ultimately "disappears"
(apagat.a), leaving the unconditioned Awareness-Being, the para Brahman,
appearing as, or being only apparently transformed (viva.rt.a) into, the
universe.
Thus in statements about superimposition and negation we should
not down play tl1e Uvaratva aspect of the para Brahman and mistakenly
believe that I svara is just a fiction posited for the purpose of negation.
To do so ignore the undeniable existence of the vyavahara world (mithya
though it proves to be upon inquiry). "Thus the understanding of Advaita
requires the correct appreciation of the domains of vyavahara and
paramartha, and the making of a proper demarcation between each, while
yet being able to appreciate, though perhaps not rationally explain, the
seeming paradox of two simultaneous "levels'', or perspectives, of truth.
According to the tradition we have discussed, the liberated person
continues to transact in the empirical world that is the manifestation of
I svara, at the same time having the immediate knowledge that the
untransformed, and thereby acosmic (ni$prapaiica), para Brahman, is the
highest truth.
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