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PREFACE 

?fhe present work ~s An ·Enquiry Concerning the Doctrine of Atman in the 

Upani~ads. There has been a ,philosophical unrest, anxiety and apprehension 

concernin,g consciousness through all ages. The Upani$ads . belong to the Vedic 

.corpus: Since they qccur in the end as the concluding portion of the ·Vedas (Vedasya 

·antah), they are called Vediinta: They are not only the concluding·portion, but also the 

consummation of the Vedas, and so they are also called' Veda-siras',·the crown of the 

"Veda. Tmditionally the number of Upani$ads is said to be hundr-ed and· eight. But here 

I h.~ve taken eleven Upani$ads known as major Upani$ads, w'pich Sailkara h~s 

. commented upon. 

This consciousness, termed as Atman in the larger Upanisadic context, has been seen 

as a principle which subsists through the changes of the body and mind ·and even 

survives the death.of the physical body. But there has been a lot of difference among 

commentators regarding the further details of thi"s At7nan. This has happened due to 

the metaphorical and paradoxical language used by the Upani$adic seers in describing 

the same. My present work is an attempt tore- examine the texts ·ofthe Upani$ads to 

see if a single view of the Atman can be formed. · 

As an enqmry into the doctrine of Annan as Being, I have analysed it from 

Ontological, Metaphysical and ·Psychological standpoints. The concept of pancakosa 

in the ontological domain, the concept of Sat - Cit - Ananda in metaphysics and the 

states of Jiigrata - Svapna - Susupti has been :taken up in the psychological analysis 

·of Atman. Apart from that, an ·exploration has been made into the Upani$adic 

exposition of the self as. an epistemological subject. Various pramiinas, their 

.definitions and their limitations in ·grasping A~an has been :highlighted. This has 

been supplemented by discussing the intimations of Self- realization as enumerated 

by the Upani$adic seers. And finally I :have analysed the va-lue - ·sy;stem propagated 

by the Upani$ads having Atman . as its locus. The four Upani$adic values Dharma, 

Art~a, Kiima, categorised as Abhyudaya and Mok.Sa, termed as Nihsreyasa and their 

practices in four iisramas viz. Brahmacarya, Grhastha, Viinaprastha and Sannyiisa 

have been taken up in detail. 



I was greatly helped by the commentaries of Satikara, translated by Swami 

Gambhirananda of Ramakrishna Mission, on the major Upani$ads. Ramanuja's works 

on the Brahmasutras were of great use since he has not written any commentary on 

the Upani$ads. I am also helped~~by Dr. Radhakrishnan's work on Upani$ads as they 

have been written within the academic framework. Apart from that, many articles 

which gave me insight to flourishing my ideas were also instrumental in formulating 

my standpoint. I am also grateful to all those authors whose works have directly of. 

indirectly helped me out. 
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INTRODUCTION. 

I, in the present dissertation,'' have enquired into the ·doctrine of Atman in the major 

· Upani~ads i.e. in the Upan.i~ads which Satikara has coirunented ·on. As a matter of fact, 

the iritellectual expedition in the doctrine .of Atrnatz is e)S:tremely complex and 

multifaceted. In the extensiye Jidd of :philosophy. we come across self as .. an ontological, 

metaphysical and psychologic-a] being, an epist~mological ·Subject; a moral agent, an 

aesthetic being and so -on; 1jpani-$ads, apart from looking into ·ail these facets in the self, 

goes deeper into-the mystkalaspects of it and deals with it also as a yogic subject. 

There has been a philoso.p4ic.al unrest, anxiety and apprehension concemmg 

consciousness all through the ages. The ancient ·saints, seers ahd sages expressed the 

problem in the form :of a forceful interrogation 'Koaham?' i.e. who am I? something 

which echoes the famous Delphian inscription 'Know thyself. Therefore, I plan to look 

into all these facets of the ·selfin detail in the light of the '[]pani~ads. 

In this study, I have used he'rmeneutic method for interpt.eting the "texts of the Upani~ads. 

The method of dialogue and dialectics has been employed in the interpretations of the 

texts which are metaphorical, paradoxical, symbolic and suggestive. My research work 

has proceeded mainly thr0u~ decoding metaphors . :and expanding the aphorisms 

described in the Upani~ads. · 

The method of dialogue 1has qeen continuously ·used 'iii almost all Upani~ads. The 
' . 

dialogue between Satyakal!la ~hd his mother Jabala in Cha:ndogya, Prajapati and his sons 

in Brhadara!Jyaka, Yama and Naciketa in Katha, NMada :and S~natkumara in Chandogya 

are some ofthe classicalexaVtiJWs.ofho~ the method,is·~~edJ.ndeveloping Philosophical 

thoughts. To put very precis¢Ty,, ·"A dialogue is a process b(cdnve:(sation, argumentation 
. . : 

and mutual supplementation o(ideas between two indj.Y:iduals. With dialogue, a method 

has evolved in which the ·encounters with other thinkers are essential. It is just opposed to 

a monologue which can formulate nothing but a dogrria."''1 The method demands that the 

1 Singh, R. P., Consciousness: Indian ~nd Western Perspectives, (New Delhi: .Atlantic Publishers,2008) p.82 
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opposition should be allowed speak and expFess .his 'view regarding ~the same subject 

matter. Thus a dialogue ,is possible .only when l:Joth the :speakers "(a) s_peak, (b )listen, 

(c)aim at truth, (d)understand each other's language; '(e)'. understand each other's way of 

thinking and . (f) do not -live in two worlds -whose ·contehts t<;>Jally differ. "2 Thus the 

process of dialogue proceeds with both disagreement and ·consensus. Dialogue comes to 

an end if there is. either complete agreement or total :disagreement. 

Again, Dialectic, .as a method can be .seen .in two 1ways - first, it 1s a mode of 
. - . 

argumentation to bring out a contradiction in the views -ofthe other party. By examining 

the pros and cons of a question, brings about a clear consciousness into antinomies into 

which reason gets bogged up and hints at a way out of the impasse by rising to a plane 

higher than the existing one. And therefore secondly it resolves, dissolves or sublates the 

contradictions at a higher level. For example in the dialogue between Uddalaka and 

NaCiketa, we find that it begins with the empirical experiences, the vyavahiirika sattii. In 

order to resolve contradictions at the vyavahiirika level, we go to the piiramiirthika level. 

In short, "There is always a need to overcome and sublate the contradiction either in 

terms of higher ideas or by recognizing the superiority of the leading philosopher"3 

Hermeneutics, as a method, po-ints to the different ways of explaining a text. 

Hermeneutics began as a method of interpreting religious and law texts and today it 

encompasses not only all forms of written texts hut also the interpretative process itself. 

It is the science and theory of interpretation whose object is to explain a text proceeding 

from its features, ·both objective i.e. ~ammatical meaning of the words along with the 

historical variations and subjective i.e. the au~hors intentions. Due to the structure of the 

·language arid the context in which it is used, a text acquires different meanings. It is a 

way of lookinJ2; at the_ various .possibilitie~ of the textfqr .~:he~er understanding. 

2 Paperzak, A. T., Systems and Hi~ory in Philosophy (State·Universityof New York Press, 1986), p84 
3 Singh, R.·P., Consciousness: Indian and Western Perspectives, (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers,2008) p.86 
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The following are the problematic issues that I have taken up in my work 

1. The first problem in understanding the Atman in the Upani$ads is with and within 

the Upani$ads. Atman has been described through many paradoxical expressions, 

metaphors and variety of suggestions. Therefore there are various commentaries 

on Upani$ads describing the ontological status of the same. Absolutists, like 

Saiikara, describe Atman as one, eternal and all-pervading, whereas, some or the 

other kind of dualism in Upani$ads is read by all the theists like Ramanuja. I shall 

try to find out whether the divergent metaphysical positions have inevitably 

emerged out of the dichotomous views expressed in the Upani$ads or if there is 

any essential Upani$adic view on Atman underlying all the varieties. 

2. The second problem is epistemological and logical. The Upani$adic philosophy 

advocates six pramanas or means of valid knowledge viz. pratya/cya, anumana, 

upamiina, sabda, anupalabdhi and arthapatti. However different schools have 

different positions on the pramanas. And apart from that how the Atman, which 

defies all these categories, becomes an object of knowledge gives rise to the 

epistemological problems in Upimi$ads. 

3. The third problem is ethical. The notions of Puru$arthas have been divided into 

Abhyudaya and Nihsreyasa. But there are different narratives regarding Dharma, 

Artha, Kama and Molcya. These values again have to be practiced in four Asramas 

or stages of life viz. Brahmacarya, Grhastha, Vanaprastha and Sannyasa. 

Different schools have emphasized different aspects of this system. This has given 

rise to discrepancies in Upani$ads. Here, the ethical implications of the theory of 

Atman will be explored. 

The Upani$ads belong to the Vedic corpus. Since they occur in the end as the concluding 

portion of the Vedas (Vedasya antah), they are called Vedanta. They are not only the 

concluding portion, but also the consummation of the Vedas, and so they are also called 

'veda-siras', the crown ofthe Veda. 

3 



The Upani$ads form a literature which has been growing from early times. Their number 

exceeds two hundred though the Indian tradition puts it at one hundred and eight. Sallkara 

commented on eleven, lsa, Kena, Katha, Prasna, Mw:ujaka, Miil:ujukya, Taittarfya, 

Aitareya, Chhiindogya, Brhadiirm:zyaka and Svetiisvatara. 

There is a general agreement that the anCient .prose Upani$dds, Aitareya, Chhiindogya, 

Kena, Taittirfya, and Brhadiirm:zyaka, together with !Sa and Kat~a belong to the Eighth 

and seventh century B.C. These Upani$ads belongs to what Karl Jaspers calls the Axial 

Era of the world, ranging from800 to 300 B.C., when man for the fir-st- time 

simultaneously and independently in Greece, China and India questioned the traditional 

patterns of life. 4 As many of the early literatures of India were anonymous, the names of 

the author of the Upani$ads are not known. 

There are four Vedas and each Veda has four sections- Samhitii, Briihmana, Aranyaka 

and Upani$ads. While Samhitii contains hymns praising gods and goddesses, the 

Briihmanas deal with the sacrificial rites. The Aranyakas exposition consists of the 

meditative practices. The Upani$ads are philosophical treatises discussing the 

fundamental problem of existence and its purpose. The transition from the Samhitiis to 

Upani$ads is comparable to the change from the mystifying twilight to the bright and 

brilliant sunlight of the day. What is implicit or suggested in the hymns becomes explicit 

through in-depth rigorous exploration in the philosophical tracts. For example, the Great

person of Puru$a-Sukta with thousands of heads, eyes and feet can be read as an all 

pervading conscious principle which is in some way witness to everything. 

The problem of Atman or consciousness has been very exhaustively dealt in the 

Upani$ads. Dialogue is the method ofthe Upahi$adic saints. An example of this is found 

in Brhadiirm:zyaka Upani$ad in the dialogue between the sage Yaj:fiavalkya and his wife 

Maitreyi who asks him about the way to realize the Absolute or the Ultimate truth. In the 

fourth Briihmana it comes like: 

4 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (Lqndon: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) p.22 

4 



Yajfiavalkya: Maitreyi, verily, I am about to go forth from this state (of householder). 

Look, let me make a final settlement between you and that Katyayani 

Maitreyi: If indeed, Venerable Sir, this whole earth filled with wealth were mine, would 

I be immortal through that? 

Yajfiavalkya: No Like the life of the rich even so would your life be. Of immortality, 

however, there is no hope through wealth 

Maitreyi : What should I do with that by which I do not become immortal? Tell me that, 

indeed, venerable Sir, of what you know (of the way to immortality) 

Yajfiavalkya: Ah, dear, you have been dear (even before), and you (now) speak dear 

words. Come, sit down, I will explain to you. Even as I am explaining reflect (on what I 

say). Verily, not for the sake of the husband is the husband dear but a husband is dear for 

the sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake of the wife is wife dear but a wife is dear for 

the sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake of the sons are the sons dear but the sons are 

dear for the sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake of wealth is wealth dear but wealth is 

dear for the sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake of brahminhood is brahminhood dear 

but brahminhood is dear for the sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake of k~triyahood is 

k~triyahood dear but k~triyahood is dear for the sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake 

of the worlds are the worlds dear but the worlds are dear for the sake of the Self. Verily, 

not for the sake of gods are the gods dear but gods are dear for the sake of the Self. 

Verily, not for the sake of the beings are the beings dear but the beings are dear for the 

sake of the Self. Verily, not for the sake of all is all dear but all is dear for the sake of the 

Self. Verily, 0 Maitreyi, it is the self that should be seen, heard of, reflected on and 

meditated upon. Verily, by the seeing of, by the hearing of, by the thinking of, by the 

understanding of the Self, all this is known. 5 

As the dialogue proceeds Yajfiavalkya convinces her that it is the Atman that should be 

known and when this knowledge is achieved everything in the universe is known, 

because there lies an identity between Atman (self) and Brahman (The Ultimate Reality). 

5 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (london: George Allen & Unwin ltd.,1953) Brhadaraoyaka 2.4.1 
to 2.4.5 p.195-197 
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Therefore the focal point of all the five Mahiiviikyas or great teachings (literally great 

sentences) of Upani$ads is nothing but this Atman. They are as follows: 

1. Prajn&nam Brahma "Consciousness is Brahman "6 

2. Aham Brdhmiismi "I am Brahman"7 

.3. Tattvamasi "Thou art that"8 

4. A yam Atma Brahina "This Atman is Brahman"9 

. 5. Sarvam Khalu !dam Brahma "Everything is Brahman"10 

The Mahiiviikyas, in brief, are the different paths of the realization of the Absolute. The 

statement Prajniinam Brahma directs the seeker to meditate on the Chitsvarupa (Pure 

consciousness form of Brahman), leading to the merger of that individual consciousness 

in the Universal and the attainment of mukti (Liberation from the worldly bondage) and 

the state of Supreme Bliss (Paramiinanda). Aham Brahmiismi is an endeavor to make the 

pupil engage in deep meditation to realize the Absolute. In the Tattvamasi, the teacher is 

trying to make his pupil realize that his innate being is a part of the Absolute. A yam Atma 

Brahma also accomplishes the same thing. 

Upani$ads present self as an ontological being, an epistemological subject, a moral being, 

a psychological being and so on. 

For example, different layers of the self, from the ontological standpoint, have been 

illustrated in the Taittarfya Upani$ad11
• Selfhas been seen as a combination of five layers 

viz. Annamaya, the food layer, Priinamaya, the layer of life energy, Manomaya, the 

mentallayer, Vijniinamaya, the intelligence layer and Anandamaya the bliss layer. On the 

6 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankaracarya Vo/.2, trans. Swami Gambhirananda,{Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009) Aitreya Upani$ad, HI. 1.3 p66 · 
7. The Brhadaranyaka Upani$ad with-the commentary of Sankaracarya, tr.SwamiMadhavananda, 
{Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 1.4.10 p100 
8 Chandogy~ Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankaracarya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda, VI. B. 7 p468 
9 The Brhadaranyaka Upani$ad with the commentary ofSankaraciirya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
{Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 11.5.19, p280 
10 Chiindogya Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankaracarya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda,lll.14.1,p208 
11 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, {Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Taittirlya Upani$ad, Ill. 1.1 tol.6 p392-396 
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other hand, looking from the metaphysical stand Upani$ads describes it as Sat-Cit

Ananda i. e. Existence- Knowledge- Bliss Absolute. In its Psychological analysis, 

Mii:!Jcjukya Upani$ad expresses self in three states of Jiigrata- Svapna- Susupti i. e. 

waking, dream, deep sleep and talks about a fourth state of consciousness called Tur'iya 

which transcends all these three. In Katha Upani$ad self comes as a moral being. Katha 

divides happiness into two12 categories preyas (pleasent) and sreyas(good) and declares 

pursuit of sreyas or good as the true nature of the self. Since the nature of self is bliss 

Absolute, righteousness becomes the true nature of self as it leads to supreme happiness. 

The first problem, dealt in the first chapter, comes from the very texts of the Upani$ads. 

We find, in describing the self, both dualistic and monistic passages in Upani$ads. Katha 

Upani$ad says "In this world there are two souls which taste the fruit of action, both of 

which are lodged in the recess of human heart, and which are as different from each other 

as light and shade."13 

Mu(lc;iaka Upani$ad further adds, "There are two birds, companions and friends, both 

sitting on the same tree, of which one partakes, of sweet fruit of the tree, while the other 

without eating merely looks on."14 The noteworthy in the passage is- how can we regard 

the Universal soul as enjoying the fruit of action? The enjoyment of the fruit of action 

could be predicted only about the individual soul and not about the Universal soul which 

must be regarded as above such enjoyment. Hence, it was probable, that Mu!Jcjaka 

Upani$ad relieved the Universal Soul of the burden of enjoyment of the fruits of such 

action, and laid the fact of enjoyment at the door of the individual soul. In any case" it is 

worthwhile noting that the individual soul is in the above passage spoken of as beil}g 

entirely distinct from the Universal Soul. 

Ramanuja agrees with Madhva in maintaining the utter separateness of the individual 

soul and God. But Ramanuja differs from Madhva in regarding the Absolute to be the 

12 Ibid., vol.1, Katha Upani$ad, 1.2.2 p148 . 
13 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968) 
Katha, 1.3.1, p150 
14 1bid., vol.2, Mw:u;faka 111.1.1, p151 
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nature of triune unity- a sort of tripod composed of matter, individual soul and Brahman. 

For this doctrine of threefold unity, Ramanuja finds ample justification in the passage 

from the Svetiisvatara which tells us that there are, "three ultimate existences, all of them 

eternal and all together constituting the Absolute, namely, the powerless unknowing soul, 

the powerful knowing Brahman, and the eternal prakrti, which exists for the enjoyment 

ofthe individual, and from which he receives recompense for his works."15 

And yet again that "Man need to know only the three entities which constitute the 

Absolute, namely the enjoyer, the enjeyed and the· mover, and that when a man has 

known these three, nothing remains to be known"16 

We are told in the Brhadiirw:zyaka by the help of a simile which is oft repeated in the 

Upani$ad that "This Self, already mentioned, is the ruler of all beings, and the king of all 

beings. Just as all the spokes are fixed in the nave and the felloe of a chariot wheel, so 

are all being, all gods, all worlds, all organs and all these individual selves are fixed in 

this Self. "17 

In another passage, the same Upani$ad tells us, by a change of metaphor, that "As a 

spider moves along the thread (it produces), and as from a fire tiny sparks fly in all 

directions, so from this Self emanates all organs, all worlds, all gods and all beings. Its 

secret name (Upani$ad} is 'the Truth of truth.' The vital force is truth and it is the Truth 

of that"18 In these passages we are told how Brahman may be regarded as the Soul of 

souls and we are also unmistakably told that the Supreme soul is the Real of the reals. 

This is corroborated by another passage of the Brhadiirm:zyaka which tells us that 

Supreme is the All- "both the formed and the formless, the mortal and the immortal, the 

stationary and the moving, the this and the that .... He is the verity of verities, for all these 

15 Ibid. Svetasvatara 1.9, p153 
16 Ibid. Svetasvatara 1.12, p 153 
17 The Brhadaraoyaka Upanisad with the commentary of Sankaracarya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009) 11.5.15 p272 
18 1bid.ll.l.20 p202 
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verities, and He is the supreme verity."19 Both the moving and the stationary are thus the 

forms of Supreme; this is much as to say, that SupreQ.le is the Soul of organic as well as 

inorganic nature. He fills the souls as he fills the Universe, and controls them both as 

their inner governor. 

Regarding the immortality of the Soul, many passages seem to extend support to dualistic 

theories. A passage from Chhiindogya tells us that the worshipper is lifted up to the 

region of the deity whom he worshipped in life. It goes like, "He who thus knows Rajana 

(Sarna) as fully established on gods, attains the sphere of these very gods."20 This 

supports the dualistic doctrine that absolution consists not in being merged in the 

Absolute, nor even being assimilated to Him, but in coming near his presence and 

participating in His glory so that the devotee may be lifted; according to the requirements 

of the doctrine of kramamukti, along with God whom he has worshipped, to the state of 

highest absolution at the end of time. 

Mw;daka Upani$ad, extending support to Ramanuja says, "When the seer sees the Puru~a 

- the golden - hued, creator, lord, and the source of inferior Brahman - there the 

illumined one completely shakes ofboth merit and demerit, becomes taintless, and attains 

absolute equality"21 While to Madhva, beatitude consists in being lifted up to the region 

of the deity and coming to his presence, to Ramanuja it consists in divine assimilation 

and in being like him though different from him. 

The Upani$ad, of course, contain passages which support the monistic theory of Sailk:ara 

The fundamental platform of Sailkarite Philosophy is that the ur~iverse is One: that there 

is no difference within it, or without it. From death to death does he go, says 

Kathopani$ad, who sees difference in this world; non-difference can be perceived only 

19
Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968) 

Brhadiiral)yaka 11.3.1-6, p155 
2° Chhiindogya Upani$ad with the commentary ofSankariiciirya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda, (Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009}, 11.20.2 
21Eight Upani$aqs, with the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.2, trans. Swami Gambhirananda (Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009} Mul)r;/aka 111.1.3 p141 
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by the highly trained intellect.Jt reads like, "What is indeed here is there; what is there is 

here likewise. He who sees as,.thol,lgh there is difference here. goes from death to death"22 

Brahman is alike throughout 'its structure, and the knowledge .of any part of it is the 

knowledge of the whole. Dhhiind~gya Upani$a.d reads, "Ju.st as by the knowledge of a 

. lump of earth, everything thar'is made of earth comes to be known, all this being merely a 
~ ·. . ' .. ·. 

word, a modification and :a ,ti~me; '.the ultimate substratum Of it all being the earth; that 
. . .! . . 

. . . . 

just as by the knowledge ofa,:piet.e of iron everything made'of iron becomes known, all 

this being-merely a word, a tnodification and a name, the 1\il'timate substratum of it all 

being iron; that just as by the Jmowledge .of a pair .of ,nail-::scissors, everything made of 

steel becomes known, all this :being merely a word, a modification and a name, the 

ultimate substratum of it all being steel"23 

The same Upani$ad further reads, " ... This is Brahman. After departing from here (this 

body)~ I shall become identdied with this (Brahman). He who has this belief truly, and 

has no doubt, (He will attain Bnihmanhood). This is what Sat;<filya says in the days of 

yore. Sal}<;iilya said this"24 The Brhadiiranyaka says, " ... While he who worships another 

·god thinking, 'He is one and l am another', does not know. He is like an animal to the 

gods "25 and finally the Mw;cjaka i.Jpani$ad teaches the identity of the soul, pent up in the 

recess of the human heart with >the ,supreme person, and identifies both with the Universe. 

It goes like, "The Purusa is alone is all this - (comprising) Kwma and Knowledge. He 

who knows this supreme, immortal Brahman, existing in the heart destroys here the knot 

of ignorance, 0 good - looking one. "26 These passages :ate verily a crux to the Non

advaitic inerpreters of the Upani$ad. 

22 Ibid., Vo1.1, Katha, :11.1.10, ;p19.0. . 
23 Ranade, R. D. A Constructivesirve!fofi"Updnlshadic Rhilosophy, ·.{Bon1b~_y:!8haratiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968) 
Chiindogya Vl.1.2-7 ,p157 
24Chiindogya Upani$ad wit.h the commentaryofSankariiciirya, ,tr. s,;;ami:Gam.bhirananda,(Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama,2009),111.14.4 p214 
25 The Brhadiiraoyaka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankaraciirya, '(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 
tr.Swami Madhavananda, (Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 1.4.10 plOO 
26 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary 9! Sankariiciirya Vo/.2, trans. Swami Gambhirananda,(Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009) Muol;faka Upani$ad, 11. 1.10 p120 
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It has been customary among commentators of Upani$ad to regard the variegated 

philosophical texts as constituting one systematic whole. Thus they have tried to interpret 

all these texts and have attempted to press all the Upani$adic texts into the service of the 

particular dogma they uphold. We, of course, have seen that these texts extend partial 

support to all of them. But all these views seem to be one-sided, incapable of giving a 

complete picture of the self 

In my work, I have examined if any such unity really·exists in these texts. To find ifthere 

is any essential picture of the self,· underlying aU these views, has been the aim of the 

work. The last issue that I have taken up is - In the midst of all the metaphysical conflicts, 

we come across in the Upani$ads, what is the core Upani$adic teaching? Shall our minds 

be only tossed on the wave of philosophical conflicts, or can we have a ballast which will 

give the necessary poise to our philosophical speculation? Shall our minds be sunk -in the 

mire of metaphysical conflicts of Pluralism, Qualified Monism and Monism as we find 

them in the Upani$ad. Is there any, at the basis of these various attempts, at the solution 

of the central metaphysical problem, one fundamental conception, which will enable us to 

string together the variegated philosophical speculations of the Upani$ad? 

The second problem I have dealt with in my second chapter is epistemological. 

Upanishads accepts six pramanas or means of valid knowledge viz. pratya/cya, anumiina, 

upamiina, sabda, anupalabdhi and arthiipatti. All the schools of philosophy have not 

accepted all these categories. Charvaka accepts only one i.e. perception or pratya/cya and 

maintains that there is nothing called Atman as separate fr?m the physical body as it is 

not given in any kind of perception. N¥aya accepts only four pramiinas viz. pratya/cya, 

anumiina, upamiina and sabda whereas Sankhya excludes upamiina and keeps the rest 

three. 

But the biggest epistemological problem. lies within the Upani$ad as it itself maintains 

that Atman does not come within the general categories of Epistemology. Brhadiirm;yaka 

Upani$ads says, " ... He is never seen, but is the witness; is never heard but is the Hearer; 

He is never thought, but is the Thinker; He is never known but is the Knower. There is no 

11 



other witness but Him, no other hearer but Him, no other thinker but Him, no other 

knower hllt Him. He is the internal ruler, your own immortal self. Everything else but 

Him is mortal"27 

But this raises another fundamental question. Granted that the Atman is the eternal 

knower, how the knower knows himself? In my work, I have tried to find which 

epistemological category Upani$ad resort in order to know the Atman. The problem here 

is that soul has been accepted in Upani$ads as the subject of all knowledge. It is not any 

kind of object in itself. Thus the epistemological categories are applicable only to the 

objects of knowledge. Therefore these categories will not be sufficient to grasp Soul. 

How then we know the soul at all becomes the epistemological problem in Upani$ad. 

The last problem I have taken up in the third chapter regarding Atman is ethical. There 

are mainly four values described in Upani$ad which are called Puru$artha or the 

meaning of being a person. In order, they are put as Dharma, Artha, Kama, and MokSa. 

Dharma, which controls kama and artha, generally means righteousness. Mw:ujaka says, 

"Truth alone wins, and not untruth. By truth is laid the path called Devayana, by which 

the desireless seers ascend to where exists the supreme treasure attainable through 

truth"28 In general context, it means achara, vyavahara and prayasCit i.e. conduct, 

dealing with the world and a sense of repentance in mistake. This may be understood as 

living the right values of life. 

Artha primarily implies two things -wealth and meaning. Taittirzya Upani$ad says, "His 

vow is that he should not deprecate food"29 Money and material wealth has not been 

condemned in Upani$ad. Rather it has been accepted as one of the basic assets for life. 

But wealth becomes a puru$artha or it acquires a value only when it is earned following 

27 The Brhadiiraoyaka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariiciirya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009),111.7.23,p354 
28 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankarocorya Vo/.2, trans. Swami Gambhirananda,(Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009) Muor;laka 111.1.6 p146 
29 1bid. Vol. 1, Tattar/ya 111.7.1 p 400 
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the principles of dharma and utilized for right purposes. Both the coming and going of 

wealth determines its value. 

The third puru.$artha is kama. It means enjoyment. To live a meaningful life one must 

also have enjoyment. But this enjoyment has also to be done within the bounds of 

dharma.· So both artha and kama is controlled by dharma, the right principles of conduct. 

The last and the most important puru$arthas, according to Upani$ad is mokSa. 

Brhadarm;yaka says "That self is dearer than a son, is dearer than weaJ-th, is dearer than 

ev~rything else and is innermost. If one were to say to a person who speaks of anything 

else than the Self as dear he will lose what he holds dear, he would very likely do so. One 

should meditate on the Self alone as dear. He who meditate on the Self alone as dear, 

what he holds dear verily will not perish"30 It means liberation from the cycle of birth and 

death. We all are subject of pain because we are moving in a cycle ofbirth and death. The 

final goal of life is to get out of it and regain one's freedom. This is the final goal of the 

whole Upani$adic discourse. 

Now these four puru$arthas have been further divided to two classes. Dharma, artha and 

kama have been clubbed together and called Abhyudaya. The other value mokSa is called 

Nihsreyasa signifying fulfillment. 

Now there are vanous narratives regarding these puru$arthas. According to 

Brhadaral)yaka Upani$ad virtue is threefold. It reads, "Once upon a time the gods, men 

and demon~ all went to their common father, Prajapati and asked him to communicate to 

them the knowledge which he possessed. To the gods Prajapati communicated the 

syllable Da, and having asked them whether they had understood what he had said to 

them, received the answer that they had understood that they were asked to practice self 

control (Damyata), upon which Prajapati expressed satisfaction. To the men he also 

communicated the syllable Da, and after having asked them whether they had understood 

30 
Radhakrishnan, S: Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,19S3) Brhadiiraoyaka 1.4.8 

p167 
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what.he had said to them, received th~.answer that they had understood that they should 

practice Charity (Datta), upon which Prajapati said he was satisfied. To the demons 

likewise, Prajapati communicated the syllable Da, and having asked them whether they 

had understood what he had said to them, received the answer that they had understood 

that they should practice compassion (Dqyiidham), upon which Prajapati expressed 

Satisfaction again"31 

Again in the Chhiindogya, we meet with a .different list of virtues. We re.ad "Then those 

are his austerity, charity, sincerity, non - injury, speaking of truth - they are his 

dalcyi~ws."32Then in the same Upanl$ad we read, "He who ste~ls gold, he who drinks 

wine, he who pollutes the bed of his teacher, he who kills a Brahmin, all theses go down 

to perdition; likewise also he, who even associates with them"33 

Thus there are many narratives of Dharma. Similarly we firid narratives on the other 

values. We shall try to find the essential meaning of the human values and the true 

significance of Abhyudaya and Nihsreyasa. 

Thus my work has been divided into five parts comprising of three chapters in addition to 

the introduction and the conclusion. My introductory part has covered the research 

problems I, have taken up in my work. In the first chapter I have discussed the 

metaphysical, ontological and psychological aspects of the soul described in the 

Upani$ads. This has covered the five layers of being as described in the Upani$ad, the 

exposition of Existence-Consciousness-Bliss Absolute and psychological states of 

waking, dream and deep sleep states. 

Jnthe second chapter, I.have t~ken."\Jcp the Epistemological issues related to Pramiinas or 
' . . . . . 

means •of valicl knowledge. The meaning of different pramiinas and their expositions in 

different schools have been taken :up. Tihe RS.e of different pramiinas in the Upani$ad has 

31 Ranade, H. 0. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968) 

, Bthadiirar:waka V.2.1-3 p225 
32 Chiindogya Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariiciirya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda1 111.17.4 p229 
33 

Ranade, H: D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 1968) 
, Tattar/ya ,J.9 p226 
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been explored. Their validity and limitations in describing and grasping the Atman has 

been discussed. This is followed by a discussion on the Mahiiviikayas and the means to 

attain the knowledge described in them. The third chapter has been devoted to the ethical 

issues related to Upani~adic value system. There is an attempt to form proper definitions · 

of NihSreyasa and Abhyudaya having Atman as its locus. 

To sum up, all the three· dimensions taken up for study i.e. the Metaphysical, 

Epistemological and Ethical aspects of the Atman, as a matter of fact, have an underlying 

unity. The nature of epistemology determines th€-nature of metaphysics in any system. 

For example, when Charvakas accept perception as the only source of knowledge, matter 

eventually becomes the only reality. They don't accept consciousness as independently 

real because it is not given to the sense - perception. Similarly the value - system or 

Ethics depends upon the metaphysics or the theory of reality associated with the system. 

Thus I have tried to form a comprehensive view of Atman, in the light of Upani~ads, by 

combining the metaphysical, epistemological and ethical dimensions of it and have 

concluded the whole work by giving reasons for my own position. 
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·Ch~pter One 

The DoCtrine of Atman ·as :-Being in the .Upani~ads 

In. this chapter, I am going to deal with -the [Jpimiradi~ tr~atment of the Atman as 

being in three domains viz. Ontological; Metaphysical and Psychological. All· the 

·major· Upani$ads have taken up this vital issue very iexha'!isiiv~ly. This issue has been 
. ' . ' ·.. . . . ··. 

explored from various angles .in different Upani$ads. Some Upan.f.~ads like Taittirzya 

· 'have dived into the ontological·aspects of it. Upani,$qds-likeiJhhandogya have talked · 
. . . .. 

about the psychological aspects and SOJJ:le others Hke Brqhadtira1}.yaka have plunged 

into the metaphysical a~_P-ects of the same. 

The metho'd employed would be that of 'dialogue'. This is :the method employed by 

the sages in the Upani$ads themselves. Most parts of:the Upani$ads are written in the 

dialogic form. 'Upani$ad' literally means 'sitting near 'to''. One of its imports could be 

that these texts are. consequences of at least two people :sitting together and engaging 

in a dialogue or that one needs to approach a teacher to have a proper understanding 

ofthese texts. 

Dialogue is possible only when at least two people come t~gether willing to discuss 

some relevant issue. There can be more than two· speakers .in :a ·dialogue but if it is less 

than two, dialogue· gets reduced to monologue .. There must 'be at least a minimum 

amount of agreement and some kind of disagreem~I}.t b·etween the speakers. Dialogue 

proceeds on the background .of this agreement, through ~s?rti~g ·Out disagreements, to 

solution of the problems and evolution of knowledge. l~0th .•complete agreement and 
. . . 

total disagreement leads to the cessation of the mocess of;dialogue. 

The Ontological status of Atma~ :The.PanC.ako~d·· 

Ontology is t~e Philosophical .study of the ·nature ~o(h~ing; .existence or reality as 

such. In Upani$ads too, the problem ·Of ontolqgy :has ::been·. dealt with very · 

exhaustively. The study of 'Being as such' has been .t*en in almost all the major 

Upani$ads. What is the true nature of the existence and more .particularly what is the 

true nature of our own being has been given an intensive treatment. 

16 



In the Upani$adic literature, we find the discussion on the ontological status of the 

Atman in the Taittirrya Upani$ad. The existence of a human being has been seen as a 

combination of some 'sheaths'. There is a discussion 1 between Bhrgu and his father 

Varona in the third part of the Upani$ad regarding Brahman, the Ultimate Reality of 

this universe. It goes as follows: 

Bhrgu, the well known son of Varona approached his father with the (formal) request 

Bhrgu: 0 revered sir, teach me Brahman 

Varona: Food, vital force, eye, ear, mind, speech- these are the aids to the knowledge 

of Brahman. Crave to know well that from which all these beings take birth, that by 

which they live after being born, that towards which they move and into which they 

merge. That is Brahman. 

Bhrgu practised concentration and having practiced - realized food (i.e. Viriit, the 

gross cosmic person) as Brahman. For its verily from food that all these beings take 

birth, on food they subsist after being born, and they move towards and merge into 

food. Having realized that, he again approached his father Varuna with the (formal) 

request. 

Bhrgu: 0 revered sir, teach me Brahman. 

Varona: Crave to know_well through concentration, concentration is Brahman. 

Bhrgu practised concentration and having practiced - knew the vital force as 

Brahman. For from the vital force, indeed, spring all these beings; having come into 

being they live through the vital force, they move towards and enter to the vital force. 

Having realized that, he again approached his father Varona with the (formal) request. 

Bhrgu: 0 revered sir, teach me Brahman . . 

Varona: Crave to know well through concentration, concentration is Brahman. 

Bhrgu, having practiced concentration- knew the mind as Brahman. For from the 

mind, indeed, spring all these beings; having been born, they are sustained by the 

mind, and they move towards and merge into the mind. Having known that, he again 

approached his father Varunaagain and made the (formal) request. 

Bhrgu: 0 revered sir, teach me Brahman. 

Varona: Crave to know well through concentration, concentration is Brahman 

He practiced concentration. He, having practiced concentration - knew the knowledge 

as Brahman. For from knowledge, indeed, spring all these beings; having been born, 

1 Eight Upani$ads, with the Commentary of Sankariicarya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashram,2008)Taittirlya 111.1.1-111.4.1, p390- 399 
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they are sustained by knowledge, and they move towards and merge in knowledge.· 

Having known that, he again approached his father Varuna again and made the 

(formal) request. 

Bhrgu: 0 revered sir, teach me Brahman. 

Varuna: Crave to know well through concentration, concentration is Brahman. 

Bhrgu practiced concentration. He, having practiced concentration - knew Bliss as 

Brahman. For from bliss, indeed-all these beings originate; .having been born, they are 

sustained by Bliss, they move .towards and merge into Bliss. 

Moreover, a vi~ible result is being vouchsafed for him: annavan has to be taken in the 

sense of one who is possessed of plenty of food, since knowledge would get no credit 

if the term meant simply possession of food as such, for that is a patent fact in the 

case of everybody. Similarly annadah (derived in the sense of an eater of food), 

means that he is blest with good digestion. Mahan bhavati, he becomes great. In what 

does the greatness consist? The answer is prajaya, in sons etc. pasubhih, in cows, 

horses etc.; brahmavarcasena, in the luster resulting from the control of external and 

internal organs, knowledge etc. He becomes mahan, the great; kirtya, through fame 

due to a virtuous life. 

So, Taittirzya Upani$ad moves from lower reality of food or anna through prana- the 

vital air, mana - the mind, and vijafiana - the intelligence to the highest reality of 

ananda - the supreme bliss in enumerating the Ultimate reality .of this existence. 

Now in the same Upani$ad, human being has been described as a combination of five 

sheaths each consisting of one of.these elements. Itreads a:s follows; 

"All beings that test on the earth are born vetoily from food, B~sides they live on food, 

and at the end they get merged in food. Food was verily born before all creatures; 

therefore it is called the medicine for all. Thos~ who worship food as Brahman 

acquire all the food. Food was verily born before all creatures; therefore it is called 
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the medicine for all. Creatures are horn of food; being they grow by food. Since it is 

eaten and it eats the creatures, therefore it is called food." 2 

As compared with this self made of the essence of food, as said before, there is 

another inner self, which is made of air. By that this one is filled. That (self) which is 

this, is also verily of the human form. Its human form takes after the human form that 

(earlier one). Of this prana is indeed the head, vyana is the right side, apana is the left 

side, space is the self the earth is the tail that stabilizes. 

The senses act by following the vital force in the mouth; all human· beings and 

animals that are there act similarly; since .on the vital force depends the life of all 

creatures, therefore it is called the life of all. Those who worship the vital force as 

Brahman attain the full span of life. Since on the vital force depends the life of all. 

The next verse reads as follows -

Of the preceding (physical) one, this one, indeed, is the embodied self. As compared 

with the vital body there.is another internal self constituted by the mind. By that one 

is this one filled up That self which is this, is also of a human shape. The human shape 

of this (mental body) takes after the human shape of that (vital body). Of that (mental 

body), the Yajur-mantras are the head. The R,.g-mantras are the right side, the Sama

mantras are the left side, the Brahman portion is the self (trunk), the mantras seen by 

Atharvangiras ate the stabilizing tail. The next verse reads -

"One is not subjected to fear at any time if one knows the bliss that is Brahman, 

failing to reach which (Brahman, as conditioned by the mind), words along with the 

mind turn back. "3 

Of that preceding (vital) one, this (mental) one is verily the embodied self. As 

compared with this mental body, there is another internal self constituted by valid 

knowledge. By that one is this one filled up. This one, as aforesaid, has verily a 

human shape. It is humanly shaped in accordance with the human shape of the earlier 

2Eight Upani$ads, with the Commentary of Sankariicarya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashram,2008}, Tattir/ya 11.2.1, p324 
3 1bid. Tattirlya 11.4.1, p334 
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one. ·Of him, faith is verily ·the head:; righteousness is the tight side; truth is the left 

side; concentration is the self {trunk), {theprinciple called) mahat is the stabilizing 

taiL The next verse reads .as follows -

"~ow1edge actualizes a sacrifice, and i·t e:xiecutes the duties as well. All gods 

medi~te on the first :b0m Brahnili, conditioned by ·knowledge. If one knows the 
' . . . . . 

. knowledge - Brahman, and if one. ,.does :h0t err ,about. it, one abandons all sins in the . . ' 

;body atid fully enjoys all enjoyab,le~things;_;'4 

Of .that" pr.eceding ~mental) one, t}J.is \ cogniti;ve) one is verily the embodied self. As 

-compared with this cognitive body, there is another internal self constituted by bliss. 

· By that one is this one filled up. This one, as aforesaid, has verily a human shape. It is 

human:ly shaped in accordance with the human shape of the earlier one. Of him, joy is 

verily the head; enjoyment is the right ·side; hilarity is the left side; bliss is the self 

(trunk), Brahman is the tail that stabilizes. 

Thus in these verses we find that Taittirfya Upani~ad not only moves from lower 

reality of food to t}le highest r.ea:l-ity :of bliss in ,describing the Ultimate reality of the 

Universe but also describes every human being as a combination_ of 'sheaths' made of 

these elements respectively. The 'being' of a man is split into five distinct layers . 

.If self is taken in this five - fold form, it ;indicates some kind of pluralism with 

prof0und unity. This is a dualism not in the .se{lse .in which Visi~tiidvaitva or: Dvaita 

<Veiliinta describes souls and -their separatenes~ fr:<!i_m Brahman but as a deviation from 

Adv.aitin~ One, homogenou~., "all . .,.,. ::Perv.ading. and non '-- dual self. The rest of the 

',bodi~·s •ex1~t within tQ.e :P.hysic;al-'b.qd)r i.t~el:f..::it, cihviou~ly 'ndicates a-limitation of the 
... :' . . : . . . . ! ~ . .'•, ··:: . . . .. .. ~ . ·_::,. .'< . . . ·. . 

-self,ih"lerihs of spac~. !~ome'kip.,d.:of:plwahty;[<?t'the.selves~ in alignment with Dvaita, · 

. ca~ a1so be read as ;Selfis.liljlited lp:the :J?6d~··~~nfthere -are many human bodies in the 

world. :But this 110tio~ tve'- "fol9 ~s~tf is -n~t :-~nt~~ained by Advaitins. They think that 

this theory of self comprising ,~if five - ·sheatb,s :is· '·built upon ignorance'. 

4 Eight Upani$ads, with the,CommentaryafSankariicarya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashram,2008), Taittit{ya II.S.l,p336 
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Advaitins did not reject the 'kosas' as such but enumerated them as having mere ideal 

existenc.e. According to th·em, we have to discrimina~e the five different kosas in 

thought { viveka) and move beyond the physical body, 'beyond the vital energy, beyond 

the -:mind, the intellect and even beyond the bliss - layer to find our true Self. 

This of course can be seen as an implication of the discussion that .proceeds between 

Bhrgu _and Varuna in the succeeding chapter of the Upani$ad. We can :clearly see that 

the ultimate ~reality or Brahman has 'not' been identified with the body, the vital 

energy, the mind or the intellect. They do not represent the ultimate substratum of 

existence. So, probably 'sheaths' .. constituting of these elements cannot .be called 

'sheaths' ,of Atman- the ultimate. 

But the Upani$ad is not clear as to whether it identifies the Ultimate with the Bliss -

layer since the dialogue does not give any conclusive remark as to whether Varuna 

was Satisfied with the answer or not. It is only told this piece of knowledge shall be 

forever mysteriously known as the Bhargavi Varuni Vidya and that this is 'exalted in 

the highest heaven' meaning thereby that it is honored as among the best of 

knowledge. 

Advaitins waver, however, in deciding as to whether we should identify the Brahman 

with the bliss - layer or whether we should penetrate beyond it to find Brahman. 

While commenting on Taittir'fya verse II.2, he writes, "Brahman which is the inmost 

of all the selves beginning from the physical sheath and ending with the blissful one -

~s the indwelling Self, by following a process of elimination the five sheaths just as 

rice is extracted from grain called kodrava which has m~ny husk~. "5 But while 
·-
commenting Tai~tir'fya verse III.6 he. writes, ·~sa, esa, this th~n is; the vidya, · 

knowledge; (which was) .bhargavi, realized by Bfl.rgu; :and .Viif.uni, imparted by 

varuna; commencing from ~he self constituted by fo0d, prati$thita,_ culminates; in the 

supreme, non-dual bliss. that is lodged parame vyoman., in ·the .. cavity that is the 

supreme space within the heart. Anybody else, too who realizes the bliss that is 

Brahman by entering through this very process and through alone as his aid - th~t 



man, too, in consequence ·of his knowledge culminating thus gets established in the 

bliss that is the supreme Brahman; that is to say, ·he b~conies Bnih~an itself'6. 

The Metaphysical status ofAtmah as Being in the Upani~ads: 

The metaphys~cal doctrine forms the most interesting ofall the discourses on Atman 
. . 

as 'Being' in the Upani$ad. The metaphysical status ofthe ;ftman has been described 

as Sal- Cit- Ananda literally tneani)ig Existence- Consciousnes- Bliss Absolute. This 

implies Atman is the all pervading reality, it is full .of knowledge and is the solirce of 

infinite. joy'. The first sloka of lsiiviisya Upani$ad says, "Om, all this whatever moves 

.on the. earth, is enveloped by the Supreme Being. Protect yourself through that 

·detachment. Do not covet anybody's wealth"7
• Thus Annan is limited neither by space 

or by time. True nature of every being is therefore blissful. -- -

Till now we have seen the ontological and metaphysical expositions of the Atman by 

the Upani$ads, with reference to some of the selected passages. But the problem is 

that, when all the major Upani$ads are taken together, we do not find a clear picture 

of the self emerging out of the very texts of the Upani$ads. We fmd, in ontological 

and metaphysical description of the self, both dualistic and monistic passages in them. 

There are many passages extending support to the dualistic position of Madhva 

maintaining entire disparateness of the individual and the Universal soul. Katha 

Upani$ad says "In this world there are two souls which taste the fruit of action, both 

of which are lodged in the recess of human heart, and which are as different from 

each other as light and shade;"8 

MuJJtfaka f!pani$ad further adds, "There are two' birds, companions and friends, both 

'sittin;g :·on the -$ame. tree, :df:which :one partakes, of sweet fruit of the tree, while the .. ·;· . . 

. ·. other without ,~ati!lg merely looks on.''9 The noteworthy in. the passage is - how can 

we regard the Universal Self as enjoying the fruit of action? The enjoyment of the 

6 lbid.Taittiriya 111.6.1 p399 
7 Eight Upani$ads, with the Commentary·ofSankariitarya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda 
.(Kolkata: Advaita Ashram,2008),T.Sal,p4 . . 
8 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968)Katha,l.3.1, p150 
9 Ibid., Muot;laka 111.1.1, p151 
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fruit of action could be predicted only about the individuaJ self and not about the 

Universal Self which must be regarded as above such enjoyment. Hence, it was 

probable, that Mw:u;laka Upani~ad relieved the Universal Self of the burden of 

enjoyment of the fruits of such action, and laid the fact of enjoyment at the door of the 

individual soul. In any case it is worthwhile noting that the individual self is in the 

above passage spoken of as being entirely distinct from the Universal Self. 

Then again when they speak about the existence of a Supreme Being, who is the 

creator, the preserver and the destroyer of the universe, who exists as a personal being 

and as over lord of all the souls who are his servan~s, they hav:e ample justification in 

the passages like the one from Svetiisvatara which tells us that, "There is a single 

God, who is hidden in all beings, who pervades all and who is the inner Soul of all 

souls."10 The same Upani~ad further reads, ~'Beyond this Puru~a there exists nothing, 

than whom there is nothing subtler or greater, who stands motionless, like a tree in the 

sky and fills every nook and cranny of the universe" 11 

The last passage from Svetiisvatara reads, "God is all eye and all ear - with his face 

everywhere his hands and feet everywhere, who creates the beings of the earth and the 

fowl of the air, and who brings into being both the heaven and the earth."12 Such a 

theory of the sovereignty of the Supreme Being over organic as well as inorganic 

nature brings in its train a realistic theory of creation which tells us that " ... Crave to 

know well that from which all these beings take birth, that by which they live after 

being born, that toward which they move and into which they merge. That is 

Brahman."13 All inorganic nature was created by Him, " ... From that Brahman 

indeed, which is the self, was produced space. From space emerged air. From air was 

born fire. From fire was created water~ From water sprang up earth. From earth were 
. . . ··. . 14 

born the herbs. From the herb was produced food. From food was born man" 

10 Ibid., Svetiisvatara Vl.2, p151 
11 lbid.,5vetii5vatara,lll.9,p151 
12 Ibid., 111.3,p151 
13 Eight Upani$ads, with the Commentary of Sankariicarya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda 
{Kolkata: Advaita Ashram,2008), Tattirfya, 111.1.1 p391 
14 lbid.,ll.1.1,p304 
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This kind of passage which seems to extend support to th(\: realistic account of the 

creation is really an obstacle to those who try to make creation merely an appearance 

or illusion. It is true that Sailkara tries to explain the ablative implied in 'yatovii' or 

'tasmiidva' as being Adhi$fhiina - pancami, Rarnanuja trying to explain it as merely 

Upiidiina- pancami, while Madhva explains it truly as Nimitta- pancami. This is as 

much as to say that while according to Sailkara the Atman or the Ultimate Reality 

stands behind the Universe as the support or the substratum ofthe all creation which 

merely appears on it. According to Rarnanuja, Atman is the material cause of the 

universe as gold of gold - ornaments or earth of earthen - ware in quite a realistic 

manner, while according to Madhva, the Atman or the Supreme Soul is the creator of 

the universe or the instrumental cause of its unfoldment. 

Regarding the immortality of the Soul, many passages seem to extend support to 

dualistic theories. A passage from Chhiindogya tells us that the worshipper is lifted up 

to the region of the deity whom he worshipped in life. It goes like, "He who thus 

knows Rajana (Sarna) as fully established on gods, attains the sphere of these very 

gods."15 This supports the dualistic doctrine that absolution .consists not in being 

merged in the Absolute, nor even being assimilated to Him, but in corning near his 

presence and participating in His glory so that the devotee may be lifted, according to 

the requirements of the doctrine of kramamukti, along with God whom he has 

worshipped, to the state of highest absolution at the end oftirne. 

Ramanuja comes very dose to Madhva in maintaining the utter disperateness of the 

individual soul and Brahman. They seem to agree on issues like the reality of this 

creation and the doctrine of immortality. But Ramanuja .differs from Madhva in 

regarding the Absolute to be the nature of triune - a sort .of philosophical tripod 

composed of nature, individual soul and Brahman. As regards the relation of 

individual self and Brahman, he disagrees with Madhva in agrees maintaining a 

qualitative monism but shakes hands with him in retaining a numerical pluralism. 

For this doctrine of threefold unity, Rarnanuja finds ample justification in the passage 

from the Svetiisvatara which tells us that there are, "Three ultimate existences, all of 

15 Chhondogya Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankaracarya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda, (Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama, 2009), IL20.2,pl34 
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them eternal and all together constituting the Absolute, namely, the powerless 

unknowing soul, the powerful knowing Brahman, and the eternal prakrti, which exists 

for the enjoyment of the individual, and from which he receives recompense for his 

works."16 

And yet again that ''Man need to know only the three entities which constitute the 

Absolute, namely the enjoyer, the enjoyed and the mover, and that when a man has 

known these three, nothing remains to be known"17 

Thus we see that Absolute ofRamanuja consists of Cit (soul), A cit (nature) and Atman 

Ramanuja's Philosophy and we fmd support to it coming from the Upani$adic texts. 

Ramanuja's descriptions of Atman's relation to aCit or nature seems to find some 

support from Brhadiirm;yaka Upani$ad. The Upani$ad reads, "In fire, in the 

intermundia, in air, in the heavens, in the sun, in the quarters, in the moon, in the stars, 

in space, in darkness, in light, in all beings, in priina, in all things and within all 

things, whom these things do not know, whose body these things are, who controls all 

these things from within. He is thy soul, the inner controller, the immortal. He is the 

unseen seer, the unheard hearer, the unthought, the ununderstood understander; other 

than Him, there is no seer, other than Him there is no hearer, other than Him there is 

no thinker, other than Him there is no understander; He is thy soul, the inner 

controller, the immortal. Everything besides them is naught" 18 

So, Supreme Being is the Antaryiimin i.e. all-knower of the universe. He lives inside 

and governs the Universe from within. This doctrine of the Antaryiimin, which is 

advanced in the Brhadiiral)yaka Upani$ad in the conversation between Uddalaka 

Aruni and Y ajfiavalkya supports the fundamental position of Ramanuj a's philosophy, 

when he calls Atman the soul of aCit. 'What is the thread by which thus world and the 

other world and all the things therein-are held together?' and 'Who is the controller of 

thread of this world and other world and all the things therein?' are the two celebrated 

questions which are discussed. 

16 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishaaic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968), Svetasvatara, 1.9, p153 
171bid., Svetasvatara 1.12, p153 
18 1bid., Brhaaarar:waka, 111.7, p154 
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Yajiiavalkya answered the first question by saying that Air might be regarded as the 

thread by which this world and the other world and all other things therein are held 

together. The second question was answered by saying Brahman is the pervade of that 

ether "That, 0 Gargi, which is above heaven and below the earth, which is this heaven 

and earth and as well as between them, and which they say was, is and will be, is 

pervaded by the unmanifested ether alone "19 In this way Yajiiavalkya declares the 

Principle within, the inner controller of this universe as the all- pervading Atman. 

Tattirfya also comes up with its own passage extending support to Ramanuja. It reads 

" ... That (Brahman) having created that, entered into that very thing. And having _ 

entered there, it became the formed and the formless, the defined and the undefined, 

the sustaining and the non - sustaining, the sentinent and the insentinent, the true and 

the untrue. Truth became all this that there is. They call that (Brahman) Truth"20 This 

quote also adds to that The Supreme Being is in all things whatsoever, even in 

apparent contradictories. The whole of acit (nature) is not only a creation of the 

Supreme but also his garment. It is filled and inspired by Him who is it's inner 

controller and Soul. 

Ramanuja's position on the relation of the Cit (individual souls) and Atman (The 

Supreme Being) also finds support from the Upani$ads, in the same way as we have 

seen regarding the relation of aCit and Atman. 

We are told in the Brhadarm;yaka by the help of a simile which is oft repeated in the 

Upani$ad that "This Self, already mentioned, is the ruler· of all beings, and the king of 

all beings. Just as all the spokes are fixed in the nave and the felloe of a chariot 

wheel, so are all being, all gods, all worlds, all organs and all these individual selves 

are fixed in this Self."21 

19 The Brhadiirar:waka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariiciirya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009},111.8. 7,p359 
20 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Taittirlya 11.6.1, p344 
21 The Brhadiiraoyaka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariiciirya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009) 11.5.15 p272 
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In another passage, the same. Upani$ad tells us., by a change of metaphor, that "As a 

spider moves along the thread· (it produces), ·and as froni a fire tiny sparks fly in all 

directions, 'SO from rthis Self emanates .all organs, all worlds, an. gods and all beings. 

Its secret name (Upani$ad) is 'the Truth of truth.' The vital force.is truth and it is the 

Truth of that"22 In these passages we are told how Brahman may be regarded as the 

Soul of souls and we afe also unmistakably told that the Sllpreme soul is the Real of 

the reals. 

This is corroborated by another passage of :the Bfhaqiirat;yaka which tells us that 

Supreme is the .A:il- "both the formed and the formless, the niortal and the immortal, 

the stationary and :t4e moving, the this and the that .... He is the verity of verities, for 

all these verities, and He is the supreme verity." 23Both the movi~g and the stationary 

are thus the forms of Supreme; this is much as to say, that Supreme is the Soul of 

organic as well as inorganic nature. He fills the souls as he· fills the Universe, and 

· controls them both as their inner governor. 

MuJJr/.aka Upani$ad., extending support to Ramanuja says, "When the seer sees the 

Puru$a -the golden -hued, creator, lord, and the source of inferior Brahman - there 

the illumined one .completely shakes of both merit and demerit, becomes taintless, and 

attains absolute equality" 24 While to Madhva, beatitude consists in being lifted up to 

the region of the deity and coming to his presence, to Ramanuja it consists in divine 

assimilation and in being like him though different frc>m him. 

The Opani$ads, of course, contain p:assa,ges which :support the monistic theory of 

Sailk;ara The fundamental platform df Sailkarite Philosophy is that . the universe is 

One: that thet~ .is· no. difference within it, :m' without it. P~rotn death to death does he 

go, says K~.thqp~ni~(ld; who sees diff~r~nte ··in.-·this ~oild; non-'difference can be 
. ,, . . ' . ', ·., 

. perceived only by .the highly trained :int~llect.1t reads 1fke, "What is indeed here is 

22 1bid.ll.1.20 p202 
23

Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Uptmishadic Philosophy, {Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968} Brhadiiral')yaka 11.3.1-6, plSS 
24

Eight Upani$ads, with the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.2, trans. Swami Gambhirananda 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009} Mul')(}aka 111.1.3 p141 
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·there.; what is there is here likewise. \P.Ie who_,sees as though there is difference here, 

goe~ frbm death to .death"25 

Brahman is alike thr6ughout its .structure, and the knowledge of any part of it is the . : -

knowleQ~e .of the whole. Chhiindogya Upani$ad reads, "Just as by the knowledge of a 

lurrip ·'0f ·~arth, everything that is .:ma~e of :earth· comes to .he kn0wn, all this being 
. . . . . . 

rh~relYa word, .a ·modification and a ;name; the. ultimate· substratum of it all being the 

earth; -that just as by the :k:nowledg~ ·,of .a .piece of iron everything made of iron 

becprriefknown, all this being merely. a word, a modification and a name, the ul~imate 

sub$'tl'atum of it all being iron; that just .as by ~the 'knowledge of a pair _of nail-scissors, . 

everything made of steel becom~s known, aU this being merely a word, a modification 

and a name, the ultimate substratu111 of it all being steel"26 

The same Upani$rid further reads, "~ .. This is Brahman. After departing 1Tom ·here 

(this ;body), I shall become identified with this (Brahman). He who has this belief 

truly, and has no doubt, (He will attain Brahrnanhood). This is what Sal).Qilya says in 

the days of yore. Sal).Qilya said this'127 The Brhadiira~1yaka says, " ... While he' who 

worships another god thinking, 'He. is one and l am another', does not know. He is 

like. an animal to the g0ds"28 and· fmally the Mu~u;laka Upani$ad teaches the identity 

of the soul, pent up in the recess of the human heart with the supreme person, and 

identifies both with the Universe .. It goes like, "The Puru$a is alone is all this -

(comprising) Karma and Knowledge. He who knows this supreme, immortal 

Brahman, existing in the heart destroys here the knot of ignorance, 0 good - looking 

one,''29 These passages are verily a crux to the advaitic interpreters of the Upani$ads. 

In one passage ofBrhadiin;tyaka, during one -conversation with Maitreyi, Yajiiavalkya 

says, ··"All this brahmanhood, all t;hes·e-.K~triyahood, all these worlds, aH -these devas, 
- . .· ·' . 

all these beings, in fact all that exists is -Atman.}ust as when a drum is being beaten, 

one is not a~le to gra~p the extemal'sound, ·but by grasping ~he drum -or the beater of 

'
251bid., Vol.l, Katha, '11.1.10, p1QO 
26 Rar-1ade, R. D. A Constructive Survey ofUptmishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968) Chhiindogya Vl.1.2-7 ·p157 
27 Chhiindogya Upani$ad with the commentary of Sahkariiciirya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda,{Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashrama,2009),111.14.4 p214 
28 The Brhadiiraf)yaka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariiciirya, (Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 
2009), tr.Swami Madhavananda, (Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 1.4.10 p100 
29 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.2, trans. Swami 
Gambhirananda,(.Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009) Muf)(,/aka Upanisad, II. LlO p120 
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the drum, ·the .sound become grasped; just .as when a conch- shell is being blown, one 

is ·unable to grasp the external sound, but by grasping the conch,. shell 0r the blower of 

the conch-shell, .the sound ;bec.ome grasped; that just as when a lute is being played, 

one is not able to grasp the external sound, but by grasping the lute or the player of 

the lute, the sound becomes gi:a~ped" 30 Simiiarly in case of the· knowledge of the 

external wotld, if one i.s hot .able to grasp the external world as it is in itself, by 
. ~ 

. grasping the mind or by graspt:Q:g the Atman, the external wotld ~becomes grasped. 

This later statement is, ofcmirse, implied and not explicitly e~pressed. 

In another passage of the same Upa~i$ad, Yajfiavalkya tells Maiweyi that Atman is the 

only knower and that it could not be known by anyone except itself. The passage goes 

like-

"It is only when there seems to be a duality that one smells the other, that one sees the 

other, that one hears the other, ~that one speaks about the other, that one imagines 

about the other, that one .thinks about the other; but where the Atman alone is, what 

and whereby may one smell, wh.at and whereby may one perceive, what and whereby 

may one hear, what and whereby may one speak, what and whereby may one 

imagine, what and whereby may one think. He who knows all this; by what may 

anybody know Him? He is the eternal knower, by what may he be known?"31 

This passage seems to have some kind of a monistic import extending . support to . 

Absolutism. 

Again, the Brhadiira~1ydka 'Up"a/n,i$~d describes Absolute as " neither gross nor fine, 

neither shot:t nor long, .·1_1ethe:r· glowmg ted {Hke ·fire) no.r adhesi;ve (like water). It is 
. ' ,/: ·,:.: . "- .. 

neither shadow ·nor darkhess:;'Jleither air nor ~pace, un.attach~d, ·\yithout ·taste, without 
. - . . . 

smell, without .eyes, w1thout.·,eats, without voice, withotit nl.ind; without radiance, 

without breath, without a rnoii~h. without measure, having no within and no without. 

It eats nothing and no :one ·~ats ·if"32 and to this Katha adds that Brahman is ;, sound-

30 
Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,l953) Brhodoraoyaka, 

11.4.6-9, p198-199 
. 

31-lbid., Brhadoraoyaka,'ll,4.14, p201 
32 

Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Vpan($ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Brhodoraoyaka, 
111.8.8,p 232 
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less, touch-less, colourless, undiminishing, an.d also tasteless, eternal, odourless, 

without beginning and without end, distinct from Mahat, and ever constant. "33 

Mu~Ji;/aka further says that Brahman is "Unpointable, ungraspable, without family and 

without caste, without eye and without ear, without hands and without feet, eternal, 

all-pervading and omnipresent, extremely subtle, imperishable, and the source of all

beings"34 

These passages seem to go towards the famous 'neti l:leti' ofthe advaitins. 

It has been customary among commentators of Upani$ud to regard the variegated 

philosophical texts as constituting one systematic whole. Thus they have tried to 

interpret all these texts and have attempted to press all the Upani$adic texts into the 

service of the particular dogma they uphold. We, but in the above discussion, have 

seen that these texts extend partial support to all of them. Thus all these views seem to 

be one-sided, incapable of giving a complete picture of the Upani$adic thought. 

So the part that remains is to see if any such unity really exists in these texts. To find 

if there is any essential picture of the self, underlying all these views, will be the next 

aim of any further discussion. Thus the issue that I would like to take up is - In the 

midst of all the metaphysical conflicts, we come across in the Upani$ads, what is the 

core Upani$adic teaching? Shall our minds be only tossed on the wave of 

philosophical conflicts, or cal}. we have a ballast which will give the necessary poise 

to our philosophical speculation? Shall our minds be only tossed in the mire of 

metaphysical conflicts of Pluralism, Qualified Menism and Monism as we find them 

in the Upani$ads. Is there any, at the basis :ofthe~evarious atte1npts, at the solution of 

the central metaphysical problem, one fundamental concept~on, which will enable us 

to string together the variegated philosophical -speculations of the Upani$ads this 

needs to be seen. 

33 Eight Upani~ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Katha, l.3.15,.p176 
34 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968) Mur:u;faka, 1.1.6, p 160 
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The Psycholo.gical st·atus of Atmiln as "BeinJ! 1n the .Upani~ads :: 

The word Psychology literally means, ·'study of the ·soul'. P~yche, means 'breath', 

'spirit', or 'soul' and logia (A.oyia) refers to 'study' or 'research' ;of. The Latin word 

psychologia was first used by the Cmatian humanist and Latinist Marko Marulic in 

his book, Psichiologia de ratione an'lmae humanae iri the late 15th centurY or early 

16th century35
. The earliest .known referertce to the word psychology in English was 

by Steven Blankaart in 1693 in The P~ysical Dictionary which refers to 'Anatomy, 

which treats 0f the Body, ahd ·Psycholqgy, which treats of the Soul' 36 
. 

The study of . psychology in philosophical context dates back to the ancient 

civilizations of Egypt, Greece, China, India, and· Persia. Historians point to the 

. writings of ancient Greek philosophers, such as Thales, Plato, and Aristotle 

(especially in his De Anima treatise), as the first significant body ofw.ork in the West 

to be rich in psychological thought. 

In this section, I will make an .attempt to see how the Upcmi$adic philosophers 

reached the idea of Ultimate Reality by psychological method. For this purpose, we 

need to look at the very· famous parable in the Chiindogya Upani$ad which 

unmistakably tells us how we must amve at the conception of the Self- conscious 

Being within us as constituting the Ultimate Reality. In a very subtle analysis of the 

psychological states, thro"'gh whi<ih a man's soul passes, the author of that Upani$ad 

brings out how the Ultimate Reality must not be mistaken with bodily consciousness; 

.how it must not be confused with the dr-eam - consciousness; how it transcends even 

.the deep - sleep - consciousness; how finally it is pure Self- consciousness which is 

beyond all bodily and .mental limitations. . . 

. As the parable37 goes - Once upon a time, both gods and demons were anxious to 
' ' ' 

learn the nature of Ultimate .Reality, .and they therefore went in pursuit of it to 

Prajapati. Prajapati had maintained that "That entity which is free from sin, free from 

old age free from death and grief, free from hunger and thirst which desires nothing· 

35 http://www.wikipidia.org/Wiki/psychology retrieved on Dec1, 2010 
36 1bid, retrieved on Dec3, 2010 
37 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968) Chhiindogya Vl11.7-12, p196 
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and imagines nothing, must be regarded as the Ultimate .Self."The gods and demons 

were anxious to know what this Self was~ So the gods send .Jndra and demons 

Virocana as their emissaries to learn the fmal truth from Prajap.ati. They dwelt there as 

pupils at first for a period of thirty two years, which condition was necessary before a 

master could impart Ultimate knowledge to their disciples. Theil Prajapati asked them 

what it was that had ·brought them there. Indra and Y:irocana told him that they had 

come to him in order that theymight know the nature of the self. 

Now Prajapati would not immediately tell them the final ,truth. He tried to delude 

them by S<l;y!ng_ that the sel;fwas nothing more than the image that we see in the eye, 

in water or on a mirror. It was this he said, -which must :be regarded as the immortal 

and fearless .Brahman. Indra and Virocana became complacent in the belief that they 

had understood the nature-of the Self. 

They bedecked themselves by putting on excellent cloths and ornaments, cleaned 
' 

themselves, looked into a water pan, and imagined they had visualized the Ultimate 

Self, and went altogether composed in mind. Virocana told ,the .demons that he had 

been in possession of the Ultimate secret, namely, that the so called Self was no other 

than the image that .one sees in the eye, in a mirror or in. a pan of water, thus 

identifying the self with the mere image .of the body. 

The Upani$ad tells us how there are certain set of people who take this as fmal 

gospel, which it calls the 1~ospel of the asuras. There must be ·a s light reference to 

those, who, like the later Charvakas, maintained that self was nothing more than the 

mere consciousness of body. Indra, however, unlike Virotana, :beth aught himself that 

Prajapati must not have given him the fimd answer ip. thematters· of knowledge of 

Ultimate reality. There was this difficultytliatpresseditselfl;jefore~him. "lt is tn:ie"he 
. ' 

said, "that whe11 the body is well adorned, the Self is ·Well adorned; when the b9dy is 
. . 

well dressed the self is well dressed; when the body is wen clt~aned, the self is well 

cleaned; but what if the body were blind, or lame, or .crippled? Shall -not the Soul itself 

be thus regarded as blind or lame, or crippled?" He thought that there was this great 

difficulty in the teaching that had been imparted to him by Praj~pati. So, he went back 

to Prajapati to request him once more to tell him what Ultimate reality was. 
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Prajii;pati advised him to .pract:ice.;penante cince .more for ;th1pty 'tWo years, and, when 

I~dra had perfon:hed ~that penance,, ·pr~jii,pati: ·~11RPlied :him -with another piece of 
. ·'' . . . . 

knowledge. He sai4, "The true Se'lfis .he w.ho -moves .about-ha,ppy in dreams. He is the 
. - . 

immortal, the feailess l3nihman.'' ;an fact I~rajapati to'ld him that dream .consciousness 
'. . 

must he regarded as identical with the Self This seemed to please Indra and he went 
• • • J • • • 

back; but before he reached thi gods he ·saw .. :again that :there ;was another difficulty in 
-~ . . . 

the information thatha4 been 'j!pp:arted to him ;by ~cPraj apati. ;H.e aSked himself, "Do we 

not feel, a~ if we are struc~ or ~h~sed in~o~::dr,eams? Do we··.not experience, and do 

we not shed tears- in ·:our d~eapis?'How.·Gan ·we·accm:1~£ for this difficulty if the self 

were to be identifi~d with dream - ·consciousness?"So h~ went back to Prajapati 

again, and told him that the knowledge vlhich ihe had imparted to him could not be 

final, in~smuch as the dream conscioU'~ness seemed to him to be affected with feelings 

of pain and fear. The true -~elfrcould experience neither pain nor fear. 

Prajapati saw that Indra was a pupil worthy to know better things, and so he asked 

· him once more to practice penance for another thirty two years, at the end of which 

time he imparted him another pie,ce of ;knowledge which was yet not the highest 

knowledge, namely, when .he. said, that the true Self must be regarded as identical 

with the deep - sleep consciousness in which there is perfect repose and perfect rest. 

lndra was satisfied with the answer which Prajapati hadgiven and returned. 

But before he reached the gods_, he again saw that the real self could not be identified 

even with deep - sleep consciousness for the simple reason tl:lat in deep - sleep we are 

conscious neither of:our own selves nor of-objects. In fact, in .deep- sleep we are only 

as if we were only logs :of wood. Ther:e :is _neither consciousness of self nor 

consciousness of the .objective ·wmld. feeling this great diffiaulty in the teaching that 

had ·been i!nparted to him byJ?rajap.ati, h~ we~t back again ancl told him that he could · 

not be satisfied with the knowledge which .had .been i~parted to him, namely that the 

Ultimate self was to be found .in the consciousness of deep - sleep . For, he said, in 

that state there was neither ·self - consciousness nor any aonsciousness of the 

objec!ive world; and it seemed as if the soul was entirely annihilated in that state. This 

could not be regarded, said Indra, as the final wisdom. 
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Prajapati now saw that Indra by his shrewd insight had made himself worthy of 

receiving the highest knowledge. So he asked Indra once more, and this time finally, 

to practice penance for five years again. Indra practiced penance for five years, thus 

completing the round ofpenance for a hundred and one years. 

At the end of that period, he went in all humility to Prajapati, and implored him to 

give him an insight into the final knowledge. Prajapati said, "Verily, 0 Indra, this 

body is subject to death, but it is at the same time the vesture of an immortal Soul. It 

is only when the soul is encased in the body, that it is cognizant of pleasure andpain. 

There is neither pleasure nor pain for the soul once relieved of this body. Just as the 

wind and the cloud, the lightning and the thunder, are without body, and arise from 

heavenly space and appear in their own form, so does this serene being, namely, the 

Self, arise from this mortal body, reach the highest light, and !hen appear in his own 

form. This serene Being, who appears in his own form, is the highest person". 

There is here an indication of the true nature of the Ultimate reality as being of the 

nature of self- consciousness. That which sees itself by itself, that which recognizes 

itself as identical with itself in the light of supreme knowledge - that must be 

regarded as the final reality. The final reality therefore, according to Chhiindogya · 

Upani$ad is reached in that theoretic, ecstatic, self - spectacular state in which the 

Self is conscious of nothin,g but itself. 

There is a great meaning that runs through this parable. By an analysis of the different 

states of consciousness, the philosopher of the Chhiindogya Upani$ad points out that 

the bodily consciousness must not be mistaken for .final reality, nor the consciousness 

in dream, nor that in deep sleep. The soul is of the nature of pure deep consciousness. 

The soul is if the nature·ofpure Self- consciousness. 

Those who mistake the ultimate Self as identical with bodily consciousness are 

materialists. Those who identify it with the consciousness in the dream state rise a 

little higher no doubt but then that state is also not perfect. Those, on the other hand, 

who regard the self as identical with deep - sleep consciousness also misunderstood 

its nature, because there is, in that state, no consciousness either of the objective 

world or of the Self. The true Self could only be the Self- conscious Being, shining 
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in his nativelight, thinking ofnothi11g but his own thought. Upani$ads calls this state 

- Turrya. 

Another example is found in Brhadiira1Jyaka where there is a discussion between king 

Janaka and Yajiiavalkya where he discusses the Psychological method of knowing the 

Soul. Janaka approached Yajiiavalkya with the expositions of some other sages. He 

tells Yaj:iiavalkya that according to Jitvan Sailini speech is the Ultimate Reality. 

Yajiiavalkya replied that this is only a partial truth. Then king Janaka says that 

Uda:rika Saulbayana had said to him that breath was the Ultimate Reality. This also 

was rejected by Yaj:iiavalkya as partial Truth. Then he said that 'eye' i1_the final reality 

as told to him by Varku Var~ni. Yajiiavalkya said that even this was not the final 

reality. Then the king went onto say how Gardabhi vipita Bharadvaja had told him 

that the ear was the final reality; how Satyakama Jabala had said that the mind was the 

final reality; how Vidagdha Sakalya had told him that the heart was the fmal reality; -

all of which were rejected by Yaj:iiavalkya as a partial truth. 

In this exposition, where many opmwns commg from different philosophers as 

regards various physiological and psychological categories have been rejected as the 

Ultimate constituent of not with the accidental adjuncts, with which the Self might be 

clothed. 

The Kena Upani$ad enumerates the same point in a different way. The Upani$ad 

reads, "That which speech is unable to give out, but that which itself gives out speech, 

know that to be The Ulimate Reality, not that which people worship in vain. That 

which the mind is unable to think, but which thinks the mind, know that to be the 
~ 

Ultimate Reality; that which the eye is unable to see, but that which enables us to see 

the eye, know that to be the Ultimate Reality; that which the ear does _not hear, but 

that which enables to perceive the ear, that which the breath is not able to breathe, but 

that by which breath itself is breathed, know that to be the final reality. "38 

38 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968) Kena, 1.2-8, p193 
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In a nutshell, Upani$ads reject the known psychological states ofjiigrata i. e. waking, 

svapna i.e. dream and SU$Upti i.e. deep sleep states as final states. of Being and goes 

onto describe a fourth state called turiya as the Final one. 

Mii1J¢ukya Upani$ad takes up the four states of consciousness in detail. The iigama 

prakarana reads, "All this is surely Brahman. This self is Brahman. The Self such as 

it is, is possessed of four quarters"39 .Then it goes onto explain the states one by one. 

"The first quarter is Vaisviinara whose sphere (of action) is the waking state, whose 

consciousness relates to the external things"40
. This is our mundane plane of existence 

that we assume to be the most real. Here consciousness is directed mainly towards 

external things. We become both actor and enjoyer or sufferer. 

"Taijasa is the second quarter whose sphere (of activity) is the dream state whose 

consciousness internal, who is possessed of seven limbs and nineteen mouths and who 

enjoys the subtle objects"41 Satikara opines "The consciousness of the waking state 

though it is only a state of mental vibrations, is associated with many means, and it 

appears to be engrossed in external objects, and thus it leaves in the mind the 

corresponding impressions. Under the impulsion of ignorance, desire and (past) 

action, that mind thus possessed of the impressions like a piece of painted canvas, 

makes its appearance (in the dream state) just as in the waking state but without any 

external means."42 

Deep sleep is the state where there is no dream. This state is devoid of any desire. 

This is called Priijiia who has deep sleep in his sphere. Here everything within the 

person becomes undifferentiated. He becomes the mass of mere consciousness and 

abounds in bliss. 

But going beyond all these three, MiiQ(iukya Upani$ad talks about a fourth state called 

Turfya. It reads as follows, "They consider the fourth to be that which is not conscious 

of the internal world, nor conscious of the external world, nor conscious of both the 

39 Eight Upani~ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009),Miif)(jukya Agama2, p175 
40 Ibid., 3,p176 
41 Ibid., 4,pl80 
42 Ibid., Salikaras commentary on Miir;u;lukya 4, pl80 
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worlds, nor a mass of consciousness, nor consciousness,, nor .unconscious which is 

unseen, beyond empirical dealings, beyond the grasp {of the organs of action), 

uninferable, unthinkable, indescribable; whose valid proof copsists in the single belief 

· in the Self; in. which all phenomena cease; which is unch~nging, :auspicious and non -

dual. That is the self and that is to be known. "43 

The firsf ,two states are not true experiences of reality and )truth 'because of their 

dualistic -natures of subject and object, self and not-self, :ego an:d':non-ego. In the third 

state, dreamless sleep, one is not conscious of extema:l.·:or iritetria:i objects; however, 
. . 

that does .not mean consciousness is not pres en.! there. ·It is :like. saying 'I don't see 

anything in darkness'. The recognition that I don't see anything is :What I 'see'. So also 

'in dreamless sleep, one is not conscious of anything .and :the v.ery fact that this 

statement is true proves the. existence of consciousness during deep sleep. 

In the waking consciousness there is a sense of 'I' (self idelltity) and awareness of 

thoughts. In the sleep or dream state there is no or little sense of 'I' but there are . 

thoughts and awareness of thoughts. In the deep sleep state there is no awareness of 

thoughts or 'I'. In Turfya the:re is awareness of the undifferentiated 'I' but there are no 

thoughts. This is what makes it unique from the other three ·states. Upani$adic seers 

maintain that the unchanging non- dual One is the ordainer - ,fhe Lord irt the matter of 

eradicating all sorrows. The effulgent Turfya is held to be the :all- pervasive source of· 

all objects. 

The whole debate of metaphysics between different commentators ·of Upani$ads 

leaves us only in utter confusi0n . .I have already discussed, 'in -detail, ·the positions of . 

Madhva, Ramanuja and S·aQkara and the p~itial supp(])ct~ <~hat they get from 

Upani$ads. Though six .radical interpretations of Vedanta ~have ·been accepted in 

Indian Philosophy, we can cate,gori:zethem to Theistic and A.b~ol~tistk Sallkara is the 

only champion of Absolutism and Ramanuja can be taken up as the representative of 

the theistic schools. 

43Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankortictirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Mtiot;lukya 7, p200 
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In brief, their debate can be summarized in few points. First of all, following 

Badarayana, both Sailk:ara and Ramanuja reject theories which explain the world 

either as a product of the material elements which by themselves combine together to 

form the objects or as a transformation of an unconscious nature that spontaneously 

evolve all objects. Both agree that unconscious cause cannot produce the world. 

'Sa:ilkara accepts the Brahman or the Final Reality as One without second. That is 

nirgw:za or devoid of any quality in the final sense. Then the world cannot be 

understood as a product of two kinds of independent reality such as matter and God, 

one ofwliich is the material and, the other the efficient cause which creates the world 

out of the first. Both take their stand on Upani$adic view that 'All is Brahman' (Sarva 

khalu idam Brahma), and matter and mind are not absolute independent realities but 

grounded in the same Brahman. 

This Brahman, reflected in or conditioned by maya is called lsvara or God. !Svara is 

Brahman associated with its potency (sakti) miiyii or malavidyii. !Svara is the 

personal aspect of impersonal Brahman. This ·is the how Saiikara distinguishes God 

from Absolute, following the Upani$ads. !Svara .is a:lso known as Apara Brahma or 

Lower Brahman as contrasted with unconditioned Brahman which is called Para 

Brahma or Higher Brahman. Therefore any attempt to grasp Brahman through the 

categories of our intellect, ends up grasping only lsvara. Even the words 

'unconditioned Brahman' refers only to 'conditioned lsvara, for the moment we 

speak of Brahman, he ceases to be Brahman and becomes lsvara. He pervades the 

world, but is not exhausted in it. He, being both immanent and transcendent, is also 

beyond it. lsvara is Sat- Cit- Ananda or Existence - knowledge -Bliss absolute . 

.litman is another te:im denoting the Ultimate. There is no difference between .litman 

and Brahman. It is the supreme Self that stands self revealed as the background of all 

affirmations and denials. Looking from the subjective stand, the Brahman is called 

.litman.· 

For Ramanuja Brahman is sagw:za and he identifies that Absolute with Lord Vi$nU. 

For him God or Absolute lives in Vaikw;tha with his consort Laxmi. Madhva and 

other Vai$nava Vedantins have also taken almost the same position. In his ACintya 
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Bhedabheda, Sri Caitanya puts ·the Ultimate only as sagu~a. ·He identifies it with Sri 

Kr~na. Vallabhacarya also talks of Sti Kr~na as the ultimate. Thus the first radical 

difference is that one accept Brahman as sagu~a and other as nirgu:rza. 

There are three kinds of bhedas or differences accepted in Indian philosophy. The first 

one is called vijatiya bheda. It is the .difference between two o"bjects of two different 

classes. For example the difference between a cow and a horse is called vijatiya 

bheda. The next one is called sajatiya bheda. It is the differenG,e between two objects 

of the same class. Thus the difference between one cow aild the other cow is called 

sajatiya bheda. 1;']1.~- final kind ~:if difference is called svizgata bheda. It is the 

difference between the different parts of the same object. Fot example, the difference 

between the tail and the leg of the same cow is called svagata bheda. Now according 

to Ramanuja, though there is no sajatiya or vijatiya bheda in Brahman, there is 

svagata bheda in it. 

For Sail.kara, Brahman can be understood only in negative terms called 'neti - neti' or 

'not this, not this'. When Brahman appears as lsvara, He is understood as Sat - Cit -
Ananda or Existence - Knowledge - Bliss Absolute. These are not the qualities of 

Brahman but the very nature of its Being. But for Ramanuja, the ultimate is sagu~a or 

qualified. His qualities like knowledge power and mercy etc. are eternal, infinite, 

numberless, unlimited, undefiled and matchless. He appears in five different forms for· 

His devotees, but in none of them He is nirgu~a, as advocated by Sailkara. 

But for Ramanuja, Brahman is Gqd and he is not a formless identity but an individual, 

a person who is always qualified by matter and soul which· forms His body. All 

individual souls are spiritual substances which are pervaded by ,God and fof!Il His 

body. The Absolute is an organic unity, an identity which is quali'fied by diversity. It - -

is the concrete whole ( visi~ta) which consists of the interrelated and inter - dependent 

subordinates elements which are called vise~anas and the immanent and the 

controlling spirit which is called vise~ya. Unity means realization of being a vital 

member of this organic whole. 

Thus Ramanuja recognizes three things as ultimately real - aCit (matter), Cit (souls)· 

and God (lsvara). Though all are equally real, the first two are absolutely dependent 
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on God. Though they are substances in themselves, yet in relation to God, they 

become his attribute. They are the body of God who 'is their soul. The relation 

between the soul and the body is that of inner inseparability - aprthakasiddhi. It is 

like the relation between- a substance and its attributes, betWeen parts and whole and 

may be between one substance and another. It is an inner inseparable, vital and 

organic relation. Matter and soul are called attributes of God. They are the controlled, 

the supported, the parts and the . accessory means, while :God is their substance, 

controller, support, the whole arid the principal end. They are eternal with God but 

they are not external to Him. Now Brahman is devoid ofsajiitiya and vijiitiya bheda 

but svagata bheda exists in Him, as his organic body is made of real and diverse 

elements like matter and soul. 

God is both material and instrumental cause of the world. He is the immanent as well 

as transcendent ground of the world. He is immanent in the world as its inner 

controller and yet in his essence He transcends the world. His is a perfect personality. 

He is full of all good qualities - Existence, Knowledge, Bliss; Truth, Goodness, 

Beauty, Lustre, Love and Power. 

Ramanuja's concept of the Ultimate Reality identifies itself with God. God can be 

understood both as cause and effect. During the state of dissolution, God remains as 

the cause with subtle matter and unembodied soul forming. His body. The whole 

universe lies latent in Him: During the state of creation the subtle matter becomes 

gross and the unembodied souls (except the nitya and mukta souls) becomes 

embodied according to their karmas. In this effect - state the universe becomes 

· manifest. The former state is .called the causal state, while the latter is the effect -

state of Brahman. Just as in the case of an ordinary individual, the soul does not 

undergo any change though th~ body might· go through many ·changes and mutations, 

God does not go through any suffering though the individual souls might go. 

The next major point of difference is regarding the nature of liberation. According to 

Sarikara, the liberated soul becomes one with Brahman or rather the individual soul 

discovers itself to be nothing but Brahman. But Ramanuja maintains that liberated 

souls do not become one with Him. But remains in His proximity in Vaikul)tha. They 
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enjoy bliss of Divine Company of Lord. After dissolution, when there is a new cycle 

of creation, they do .not become a subjecto{l:>irth. 

Ramanuja contends that the liberated ·souls ·become qMalitatively alike with Lord but 

they remain sep·ar<!;~e even in ·the final position. So there is a qualitative monism but 

quantitative pluralism. But for Saiikara; there is 'both qualitative and quantitative 

monism in the final position. 

Saiikara believes that the only way to attain this libei;ation ·is knowledge'. Karma and 
- . . 

f3hakti are subsi_diacy. They may help us in •tirging ilS to know reality and they may 

prepare us for that knowledge by. purifying our mind, ·but-ultimately it is knowledge 

alone which, by destroyi11g ignorance, the .root cause of this world, can enable us to be 
_,_;.:·· 

one with the Absolute. 

But Ramanuja maintains that liberation can be obtained only by bhakti i.e. devotion 

and worship and not by mere knowledge. Even illusion does not vanish by a mere 

knowledge of them. He says that for example_ the illusion of a jaundiced person does 

not vanish merely a knowledge of it's falsity, but by taking medicine which removes 

the exce~sive bile. [f mere knowledge of the Unity - texts 'leads to liberation, then · 

Saiikara himself would have obtained it and he would have been merged in Brahman 

and would not have explained his teachings to his disciples. 

The final and ·0ne .of the most important points of difference is that, according to 

Saiikara, this liberation or mukti can be -attained in .this very lif~ only. He calls it 

jivana - mukti. ·One need not die or give - ~p his body i_Ii order to attain the highest. 
. . . 

But thejivan- 'inukt_a does not acquire· further 'kar:m.a 'flnd.~theteby gets out of the cycle 

of rebirth.· His .b'ody'ltes, says sruti, :like a:slo~~h: ca~t.offl~;;a··snake·Hes on an ant hill. 

Just as a potters ·-wheel goes ·on revohfinj~ ··tor sometime ~even. after the push is 

withdrawn, sirmlatly the body may ·continue to :exist even after the knowledge has 

dawned, though all attachment with the bodyis ·cut -·pff. 

But Ramamija does not accept this. According to him, the attainment of the Ultimate 

is not possible dUring this life - time. The attairiment of Vaikw;tha, which for him is 
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the Ultimate, can be attained only after death. He calls it Videha - mukti or liberation 

with the shedding of the body. This is a brief comparison ofthese two masters. 

Apart from that, regarding the nature of the relieved soul, Sailkara maintains that the 

relieved soul becomes one with the Ultimate Reality or Brahman: In other words, we 

can say that in his schem~, the individual self rediscovers itself to be nothing but 

Brahman. ForSailkara,jivais a product ofavidyii. Brahman when reflected in avidyii 

is called }iva. When this avidyii is removed through right knowledge, }iva realizes 

himself as Brahman. ~e maintains that the whole idea of Jiva, Jagat and !Svara is 

unreal in the final sense. Brahman alone is real and He alone is. 

Now this is a kind of parallelism which seems to have no co~~clusion. But when we 

closely examine the text of the Upani$ads, we find that Satikara is probably the best 

interpreter of the texts. This is primarily because if we want to accommodate all the 

aspects of the self, Ramanuja somehow seems to be incomplete. 

First of all though at various places, Upani$ads put the Ultimate as sagw:za, at places 

it is nirgw:za as well. Ramanuja and for that matter all the Vai$nava Vediintins have 

confined themselves to sagw:za aspect only. When asked about the Upani$adic 

description of nirguna, Ramanuja says that it only means that Brahman is devoid of 

all bad qualities44
. But in Sailkara's philosophy we find that he has accommodated 

both the concept of sagw:za and nirgw:za. He has accepted that sagw:za aspect of 

Brahman, in the form of lsvara is possible as a reflection of itself in maya: Both are 

there and both are real in their own realm. 

Then regarding the dualism of Atman, Sailkara does not reject dualism at the 

vyavahiirika level. The Brahman and }iva are obviously different in the phenomenal 

sense. But they are ultimately One. Upani$ads talk about both of them. Upani$adic 

passages are not only dualistic but also monistic. Only Sailkara seems to have taken 

both the points clearly and coherently. The oneness is an aspect discussed in the 

Upani$ads which Vai$navas haven't touched at all. 

44 Sharma, C. D., A Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy, (New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass,2000),p345 
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Vai$navas have identified the ultimate reality with Vi$nu. They refer to Svetasvatara 

Upani$ad, time and again., for the support of the dualistic theory they propagate. I 

have already mentioned the position of Svetasvatara in describing the Ultimate. It 

talks about three ultimate principles to be known ultimately. But the noteworthy-point 

here t:emains is that this Upani$ad finally identifies the Ultimate with Shiva. In many 

slokas we find a mention of that identification. The Upani$ad reads as, "Truly Rudra 

is one, ·.there is no place for a second, who rules all these worlds with his ruling 

powers. He stands opposite creatures. He, the protector, after creating all worlds, 

withdraws them at the end of time."45 And further adds '~He who is the source and 

origin of the gods, the ruler of all, Rudra the great seer, who of old gave birth to the 

golden germ, may He endow us with clear understanding"46Many have therefore tried 

to depict this Upani$ad as a Saivite Upani$ad. 

This creates great problem for Vai$navas. It does not seem that one ofthose Upani$ad 

which they greatly rely on to justify their theory does not identify the real with the 

Vedic God Vi$nu but with another God Siva. This can be also read as an implication 

that the names given to the Ultimate by the Upani$ads are symbolic since there are 

many names of Gods· used in various places and everywhere that Vedic or Puranic 

God has been given the Supreme status. The idea of identifying the supreme with 

Vi$nU is purely an element taken from Bhiigavat Puriina and from the Upani$ads 

stand it looks like identification of the Supreme with its symbol. 

Vai$navas have not· talked about any possibility of knowing the Supreme before 

death. But Upani$ads do not take this exclusive stand. There are many passages in 

Upani$ads which talk about possibility of Supreme knowledge before death. Sri Ram 

Sarma Achaiya tni;nslates one of the verses of Katha Upanisad as, 

"Jo trinachiket Vidya ke jnata is agni ke in tino svarupo ko jankar nachiket agni ka 

chayan karte hey, ve sharir tyag ke purva hi mrityu ke pasho ko katkar swarg lok ka 

45 Radhakrishnan, S, Princip_i:JI Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,l953), 111.2, p725 
46

1bid.,lll.6, p726 
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anan{i prapt karte hai"47 meaning that the sloka talks about attainment of heaven 

before death.ofthe physical body. 

This sloka seems to show a fusion of horizons. Heaven, which Sailkara will not 
I 

probably use to describe the Ultimate, and attainment of the same before death which 

Ramanuja will not accept, come together in order to fuse to different philosophical 

ppsitions. 

One ;need not give up his body in order to attain the Supreme knowledge. The final 

release, of course, comes with the shedding of the body which Sailkar<1; does not reject 

as such. As I mentioned earlier, he treats the body of a }ivan - mukta as a slough cast 

off by a snake on an ant hill. This remains so long as the whole karma, related to the 

body,iis not exhausted. Once the body falls, the Ultimate is attained. 
I . ' ~ 

'\ : 
\ 

I 

This gives us an impression that Sailkara has given the best interpretation of the 

Upani$ad. But that is not the perfect truth. Throughout his writings Sailkara kept on 

insisti:n,g that Jniina is the only way to the Ultimate. Karma and bhakti are subsidiary 

ways and can act only as a support. But a careful study of the Upani$ads reveal that 

they are not devoid of bhakti or karma. The lsa Upani$ad Reads as -

"By doing karma, indeed, one should wish to live here for a hundred years. For a man 

such as you (who wants to live thus), there is no way other than this, whereby karma 

may not cling to you"48and in a different sloka says-

'"The face of the Truth (Brahman in the solar orb) is ·concealed by a golden vessel. Do 

thou, 0 Sun, open it so as to be seen by me who am by nature Truthful (or, am the 

performer of rightful duties)"49
. 

Here we can see the presence of bhakti and how karma has been depicted as the only 

means to get rid of the karmabandhana. Thus one can say that Sailkara's monistic 

47108 Upani$ad (Sara/ Hindi Bhiiviirtha Sahit) Jfiiinakhand, edit. Sri ram Sarma Acharya, (Haridwar: 
Brahmavarchas Prakashan, 2005),Katha 1.1.17, p54 
48Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009)}sa 2, p6 
49 Ibid, Tsa 15, p14 
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way of looking at the Atman and qccommodation of dualistic theories as secondary is 

probably the most exhaustive way ofdescribing the nature of Atman as described in 

the Upani$ads. But his theory is acceptable only vyith certain modifications. 

To bring this chapter to an end we can say that the Ontological, Metaphysical and 

Psychological doctrines of the Atman is discussed in the major Upani$ads. Tattirrya 

·upani$ad dives into comprehensive aspects of the self. The ontological aspect 

describes the Self in terms of five sheaths. Then the self is understood as Absolute 

Existence, Consciousness and Bliss or Sat - Cit - Ananda in its metaphysical 

enumeration. The Miil;c;lukya Upani$ad talks about the psychological states and goes 

onto describe the self as something beyond all the ordinarily known states of 

consciousness. The Self abides in a state called Turfya which transcends the states of 

waking, dream and deep - sleep. I have highlighted how various Upani$adic 

description of the Self enters into various streams of vedantic interpretations. These 

passages partly extend their support to all the schools of Vedanta. They do not seem 

to confine themselves to any one of the schools exclusively. But a careful study of the 

Upani$adic passages reveal that Sailkara's monistic theory, with certain 

modifications, gives the most accurate picture of Upani$adic Atman. 

45 



Chapter Two 

The Doctrine -of Alman as Eplstemolof!ical·Subject in the Vpani~ads 

In this· chapter I sha:U take up the epistemological aspects of the Atman. 

Etymologically this w0rd comes from 'two words v:iz. tlpistenie which means 

knowledge and logos meaning principles. Thus 'epistemology literally means the 

'theory of knowledge' .1The introduction. of this tennjs· Cittr-ibuted to the Scottish 

philosopher J. F. Ferrier (InstitUte ofMetaphysics, 1854)'~ho divided philosophy into 

Ontology and Epistemology. 

Philosophy, in general, aims at knowing the reality. Reality, :in Indian context, has 

been described irt various terms such as satya, vastava., yathiirtl;a, paramartha, 

puru$(lrtha etc. In the process of knowledge, the object 0f:lmowledgeor the knowable. 

is called prameya. The knowing subject is termed as pram'iita. Pramana is the means 

of gaining proper kn<:>wledge and pramiti is the knowledge 1gained in this way. 

The knowledge of reality, according to Upani$ads, ·!has been divided into two 

categories. Mu~uj.aka Upani$ad very extensively deals with this issue. The Upani$ad 

reads as follows -

"Saunaka, well known as a great householder, having appr0.ached Angiras duely, 

Saunaka: 0 adorable sir, .(which is that thing), which 'paYing been known, all this 

becomes known? 

Angiras: There are two kiri.ds of knowledge to be acquired-::- parii (higher) and apara 

(lower); that is what as tradition .runs, .the knower of the :import of the Vedas say. Of 
. . -:, . 

these, the apara comprises the !]..g Veda, Yajur Yeda, .Sarna Yeda,·Atharva Veda, the 
. ' ' . . . 

sCience of pronunciation etc., the code ·of rituals, grainm~t, :etymolOgy, metre and 

astrology. Then there is para 'by which Is attained :that-.i~pensh~ble. {By para) the 

wise realize everywhere that which cann<!>fhe ;perceive<Li.,nq grasped, which is without 

source, features, eyes and ears, which has neither hands nm feet, which is eternal, 

multiformed and all ~ pervasive, extremely. ·subtle, and ·undiininishing, and which is 

1 Dictionary of Philosophy, Ed. I Frolov (Moscow: Progress publishers, 1984), p128 
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the source of all."2 The Upani$ad is finally talking about the knowledge which leads 

to liberation or mokSa. 

Pramiinas (The sources of knowledge) in the .Vpani:jads 

Pramana .means the sources of valid knowleqge. Upani$flds, as a whole, use six 

·sources of such valid knowledge viz. perceptio:n (pratyalcya); inference (anumana), 

Comparison (upamana), testimony (sabda), non-cognition (anupalabdhi) and 

implication(arthapatti). Although all these different pramiins are there in Indian 

thought as a whole a1;1,d schools ljke Mimamsa and Vedanta have accepted all the 

pramanas, we do not find any Upani$ad using all of them. So, here we shall focus on 

the meaning of these classical pramanas, their use in the Upani$ads along with their 

treatment in different Indian schools. 

The first and foremost of thesepramanas is perception or pratyalcya. This pramana is 

accepted by all the schools of Indian Philosophy. Even the Charvakas, who do not 

have anything common with other schools, accept this, in agreement with other 

schools, as a valid source of knowledge. For them, of course, this is the only source of 

knowledge. This can be called as . the single point of agreement among all the nine 

schools of Indian philosophy in their whole metaphysical, epistemological and ethical 

discourse. 

In Western Philosophy, the problem of perception as a source of knowledge has not 

been properly discussed. The reason- probably is this - We generally believe, that 

what is given in perception must be true. Ordinarily no man questions the truth of 

what he perceives by his senses. So it is thought that it is unnecessary, if not 

ridiculous, to examine the validity of Perception, or to determine the conditions _of ___ _ 

Perceptions as a source of valid knowledge. Indian thinkers are more critical than 

dogmatic in this respect. They make a thorough examination of perception in almost 

the same way as western epistemologists discuss the problem of Inference or 

anumana. 

2 Eight.Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009),Mul)~aka Upani$ad, 1.1.3 -1.1.6, p77- 82 
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In Logic, Perception is to be regarded as a form of true cognition. Taking· it in this 

sense, some Naiyiiikas maintain "Perception is the knowledge which arises from the 

contact of a sense. with its object and which is determinate, unnameable and non -

erratic". 3 The perception of the table befor~ me is due to the contact of my eyes with 

the table, and I am definite that the ,object is a table. The perception of a distant figure 

as either a man or a post is a doubtful and indefinite cognition, and, therefore not a 

true perception. Similarly the perception of a snake in a piece .of rope is definite but 

false; and so it is different from valid perception. 

The definition of Perception as a cognition due to the stimulation of our sense organs 

by the perceived object is generally accepted by many systems of philosophy - both 

Indian and Western. Some Naiyiiikas along with the V~diintins and few others, 

however, reject it on the ground that there may be perception without sense - object 

contact. Mental states like the feeling of pleasure and pain are directly cognised or 

perceived without the help of any sense - organ. This shows that sense - object is not 

common to, and cannot, therefore be, a defining character of perception. 

This argument led Charvaka to accept the existence of consciOusness as a 

phenomenon - beyond sense - object contact. They accept the knowledge of the 

different states of mind as a part of perceptual knowledge and admit the existence of 

consciousness as a by- product of matter that is of the human body. Further, they go 

forward to describe consciouSness as a product of human body as red colour comes 

out of betel- nut and lime when chewed properly4
. Thus the hard- core materialist 

camp of Indian Philosophy also accept that perception is not simply sense - object 

contact but something more than that. 

What, however,· is really common to, and distinctive of, all perceptions is a feeling of 

directness or immediacy of the knowledge given by them. We are said to perceive an 

object, if and when we know it directly, i.e. without taking the help of previous 

knowledge or any reasoning process (Jiiiina- kiirana). 

3 Nyaya Sutras of Gautama, tr.S. C. Vidyabhusana, (New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal,2009)1.1.4, p3 
4 Sharma, C. D., A Critical survey of Indian Philosophy, (New Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass), p44 
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If at midday, I tum my eyes overhead, I see the sun directly, and not by means of any 

process of inference or reasoning. There is neither any necessity nor any time for me 

to think or reason before the perception of sun arises in my mind. So some Indian 

logicians propose to define perception as immediate cognition (Sii/cyat - Pratiti), 

although they admit that perception is in almost all cases conditioned by sense -

object contact5
• 

In Upani$ads, at various places, perception has been used as a valid pramiina. For 

example, in Taittirzya Upani$ad anna or food has been accepted as the first 

·- expression o(Brahman. The Upani$ad reads as follows -

"He realized food as Brahman. For it is verily say from food that all these things take 

birth, on food they subsist after being born, and they move towards and merge into 

food."6 This implies that perception is used here since Annamaya kosa or food layer is 

given to our sense organs. 

Again, in Brhadiirm;yaka Upani$ad, a discourse on the ultimate reality, between King 

Janaka and Yajfiavalkya reads as follows - " 'Let me hear what any one (of your 

teachers) may have told you'. 'Barku Var~I).a told me that the eye verily is Brahman. 

As one who has a mother, father, teacher should say, so did that Var~I).a sat that the 

eye verily is Brahman, for what can one have who cannot see?' 'But did he tell you 

the abode and the support?' 'He did not tell me'. 'This Brahman is only one- footed, 

your majesty'. 'Verily, Yajfiavalkya do tell us.' 'The eye verily 'is its abode and space 

its support, verily one should worship it as Truth.' 'What is the nature of Truth 

Yajfiavalkya?' 'The eye itself your majesty' said he (Yajfiavalkya). 'Verily your 

majesty, when they say to a man who sees with his eyes, "Have you seen?" and he 

answers, "I have seen": that is the Truth; verily your majesty the eye is the highest 

Brahman. The eye does not desert him, who knowing thus worships it as such. All 

being. approach him. Having become a god, he goes even go to the gods. Janaka 

(King) of Videha said, 'I shall give you a thousand cows with a bull as large as an 

5 
Mishra Keshava, Tarkabhii$ii, (Poena: Oriental Books,~924) pS 

6 Eight Upani5ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.2, trans. Swami 
Gambhirananda,(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009) Taittirlya Upani5ad, 111.1.2, p394 
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. elephant' Yajfiavalkya said, 'My father taught .that one should not accept (gifts) 

without having instructed"'7 
· 

As we read in the later discourse, eyes have not been accepted as the. Ultimate Reality, 

but here we can clearly see that it has been accepted as a source of valid relative 

knowledge. 

Then we find that, at various places, Upan~$ads talk aboutthe five basic elements viz. 

air, w~ter, fire etc. Chhiindogya Upani$ad reads as follows-

"Air, verily, is the absorbent; for when a fire goes out, it goes into the air. When the 

sun sets , it goes into the air, and when the moon sets, it goes into the air."8 And adds-

"When water dries up, it goes into the air. For air, indeed, absorbs them all. This with 

regards to the divinities."9 Then further expounds-

"Now with reference to the self: Breath, indeed, is the absorbent. When one sleeps, 

speech just goes into breath; sight goes into breath; hearing goes into breath, the mind 

goes into breath. For breath, indeed, absorbs all this."10 And finally goes to say-

"These two, verily, are the two absorbents, air among the gods, breath among the 

breaths."11 

These elements and .breath are given only to our perception. Thus we can clearly see 

the use of pratyalcya as a source ofknowledge. 

Perception is accepted by Jainas but they don't call it absolutely immediate. They 

classify knowledge into immediate (aparolcya) and mediate (paro/cya). They include 

perception in the mediate category since it presupposes activity of thoughts. It is 

7 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,l953) Brhadiirar:waka, 
IV.1.4,p 249 
8 Ibid., Chhiindogya, 4.3.2, p 404 
9 Ibid., IV.3.3, p 404 
10 Ibid., IV.3.4, p 405 
11 Ibid., IV.3.5, p 405 
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admitted as separate from !inference but is included in Mati which is the category of 

·mediate 1cnowledge. 

Satikhya- Yoga also accepts.Pralyalcyq12 as a valid pramana and divides it into two 

parts caUed Sa~ikalpaka (determinal¢) ·and Nirv.ika{jJaka (indeterminate). Nirvikalpa 

pratya/cya ·is the p.eteeptlort ·wherew"e dp not recognise the given oqject properly but 

.acquire only the sense -,data. This.per~eption can't -be articulated in language. Just as 

babies and dumb .persons cann0t express their ·experience in words, -so we cannot 

experience this indeterminate perceplib:n ·of objects to the other people by means. of 

words and sentences. Savikalpaka is one in which sense - data is synthesized by mind 

and judgements like 'This -is a pen>, is formulated. So, it is called vivecana or a 

judgement of the object. It is the ·determinate ·cognition of an object as a particular 

kind of thing having certain qualities and standing in certain relation to the other 

things. This kind of perception of an object is expressed in the form of a subject

predicate proposition. 

Mimamsa describes perception as the ,synthesis of the ·two stages enumeni.ted above. 

Though at the first stage the objects .are not known explicitly, all that we know about 

them at the second stage is implicitly i~own even at the first. In understanding the 

object at the second stage, the min,d only interprets, in the light of past experience, 

whatis given at first, it does not ascribe to any imaginary predicate. For if we did not 

perceive at first a man, a white one :ek how we could later judge like 'This is a white 

man' and that it was not .a cow '~nd not black. Hence it must be admitted that 

perception., in sp~te .qf containing ail· element of interpretation,: is not necessarily 

imaglnarv or iliusorv-as .some Bauddhas and Vedantins hold. · 

Acco~ding ho ·them, :,t.leither iV~s • tryle::th~t.:.\Vhat ¥{e ~re · immedia:te~y aware of, before 
. . . ....... . - ... ·.· .. ~··<··\.:. ... ·::~ .. ~ -·.··.· :· . ' . ·.. . ...... 

the mind :intetpre~s, :is :a· .Purely. 1i.riigue :particular {Sv{Jla'lcyana) without any 
' . , . ~ ' ~ . .' . . . 

distinguishing dass 'Ch.ar<::tc:ter, 'as {t~6:s~.lBauddhas hold;·or is pure existence without 

any differentiating ,preperty, as ,,lh(}~e Vedantins say. The diverse objects of the world 
. .· . . 

. . 

with their different characteristics are _:g.i¥en to the mind at the very first moment when 

we become aware ·Of them. 

12 Kr~IJa TSvara, Siirhkhya Kiir:ikii,tr. Swami Virupakshananda (Madras: Sri Ramakrishna 
Math,2008).S/oka 4-6;p12"25 ;w 
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However the most exhaustive treatment on Perception is given by the Nyaya School. 

Gautama defines perception as 'That knowledge which arises from the contact of a 

sense with its object and which is determinate, unnameable and non - erratic.' 13 This 

definition of perception excludes divine and Yogic perceptions which are not 

generated by intercourse of sense - organs with the objects. Hence Vishwanatha has 

defined perception as 'direct or immediate cognition which is not derived through the 

instrumentality of any other cognition'. This definition includes ordinary as well as 

extraordinary perception.- Thus Nyaya entertains three extraordinary forms of 

perception viz. Siimiinyalalcyana, Jfiiinala/cyana and Yogaja, apart from the ordinary 

ones. 

Siimiinyala/cyana perception is the perception of the Upiversals. According to Nyaya 

Universals are a distinct class of reals. They inhere in the particulars which belong to 

different classes. Ordinarily we perceive only the particulars and not the Universals. 

We perceive particular cows but not the universal. We perceive particular cow and not 

any 'universal cow'. Hence the Nyaya maintains that universals are perceived 

extraordinarily. Whenever we perceive a particular cow, we first perceive the 

'universal cowness' inhering in it. 

The second kind of extraordinary perception is called Jfiiinala/cyana perception. It is 

the complicated perception through association. Sometimes different sensations 

become associated and form one integrated perception. Here an object is not directly 

presented to a sense - organ, but is revived in memory through the past ~ognition of it 

and is perceived through representation. 

For example I look at a blooming rose from a distance and say, 'I see a fragrant rose'. 

But how can fragrance be seen? It can. only be smelt. Fragrance can be perceived by 

sense - organs of smell and not by sense - organs of vision which can perceive only 

colour. Here visual perception of the rose revives in 'memory the idea of fragrance by 

association, which was perceived in the past through the nose. The perception of the 

fragrant rose, through the eye, therefore is called Jfiiinala/cyana. 

13 Nyiiya Sutras of Gautama, tr.S. C. Vidyabhusana(New Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal,2009)1.1.4, p16 
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Third· 'kind of extraordinary perception is called Yoga} a perception. This is the 

intuitive or iminediate·perception of all objects, past; present and future, possessed by 

yogis through the power of meditation. It is like the kevalajiiiina of the Jainas, the 

Bodhi of the Buddhists, the kaivalya of the Sankhya - Yoga and the aparo/cyanubhuti 

of theVedantins. It is intuitive, supra - sensous and supra- relational. 

Buddhism also accepts Perception as a valid source and defines it in ordinary way. 
. . .· 

;Bu~ in schools like Sva:tantra Vijfianavada, perception acquires modified .definitions. 

For the Svatantra - Vijfiana:vadins .extetnal.objects do not exist outside of thought. 

Dinnaga, therefore defin.es perception as devoid of all thought - ·denominations, 

names, universals etc14
. 

The Vaise!?ika maintains that an object qualified by five real predicables- generality, 

particularity, relation, quality and action - is given in perception which has two 

moments, the first moment consisting of pure sensation and the second moment 

consisting <?f determinadon .. Dinnaga condemns these five predicables to mere fictions 

of the intellect. The only object of perception is the unique momentary thing - in -

itself shorn of all relations. Dharmakirti introduces the adjective 'non- illusive' in the 

definition of perception because he thinks it necessary to exclude the sense - illusions 

like the perception of double - moon as distinguished from the illusion of thought. He 

therefore· defines perception as devoid of all thought determinations and illusions. 

The .second source of knowledge is Anumiina or Inference. This is accepted by all 

scho<Ifls viz. Satikhya - Yoga, Nyaya - Vai!?esika, Mim~msa and Vedanta ·except 

Charvakas. Anumiina etyrn.o1ogica1ly comes from the two words anu i. e. after and 

mijnq i.e .. knowledge. Thus a'f?umiina Jitetallymeans a cognition·or knowledge which 

.follows some other knowledge. This can be simply explained as, when we see smoke 
, . - . . 

cdmit:tg from ·a hill - top; we !Conclude "The hill is fiery, because it smokes and 

whatever smokes is fiery' . 

In this example, we pass from perception of smoke in the hill to the knowledge of the 

existence of fire in it on the ground of the previous knowledge of the universal 

14 Sharma,C.D., A Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidas), p131 
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relation between smoke and fire. Thus we see that inference is the process of 

reasoning in which we pass from the apprehension of some mark (linga) to that of 

something else, by virtue of a relation of invariable concomitance ( vyiipti) between 

the two. As Dr. B. N. Seal puts it, "Anumana (Inference) is the process of 

ascertaining, not by perception or direct observation, but through instrumentality, or 

medium of a mark, that a thing possesses acertain character."15 

From the definition of inference it will appear that an inference must have as its 

constituents three terms and at least three propositions. In inference we arrive at the 

knowledge of some character of_~l thing through the knowledge of some mark and that 

of its universal relation to the inferred character. Thus in the above inference of fire, 

we know the unperceived (rre in the hill through the perception of smoke in it and the 

knowledge of an invariable relation between the two .. 

Now, in this inference, the hill is the pa/cya (minor term), since it is the subject under 

consideration, in the course of inferential reasoning: Fire is the siidhya (major term), 

as that is something which we want to prove or establish in relation to the hill by 

means of this inference. Smoke is the linga (middle term), as it is the mark or sign 

which indicates the presence of fire. It is also called hetu or sadhana, i.e. the reason or 

ground of Inference. Thus corresponding to the minor, major and middle term of the 

syllogism, inference, in Indian contains three terms viz. pa/cya, siidhya and hetu. 

The pa/cya is the subject with which we are concerned in any inference. The sadhya is 

the object which we want to know in relation to the piilcya or the infera~le character of 

the pa/cya. The hetu is the reason for our relating the sadhya to the palcya. It is the 

ground of our knowledge of the sadhya as related to thepa/cya. 

In order of the events which take place when a certain thinker is inferring, the first 

step in the inference is the apprehension of the hetu (smoke) 'in the palcya (hill), the 

second, recollection of the universal relation between hetu and sadhya (smoke and 

fire), and the last is the cognition of the sadhya(fire) as related to palcya. 

15 Seal, B. N., The Positive Science of Ancient Hindus, (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1915), p250 
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We find repeated use of this pram ana in Up ani~ ads. The Brahadiiral)yaka Upani~ad 

reads'--

"At that time, this (universe) was undifferentiated. It became differentiated by name 

and form (so that it is said) he has such a riame, such a shape. Therefore even today 
. . . 

this {Universe) is differentiated byname and shape (so that it is .said) he has such a 

name, such a shape. He( the self ) enter~d in here even t0 the tips of the nails, as a 

razor is (hidden) in the razor- case, or as fire in the .fire -;·~ource. Him, they see not . . . . 

for (as seen.)· he is incomplete, when breathing he is c~l1ed :the vital force, when 

speaking voice, when seeing the eye, when hearing the ear, when thinking the mind. 

These are merely the names of his acts. He who meditates on one or another of them 

(aspects), he does not know for he is incomplete, with .one or another of theses 

(characteristics). The self is to be 'meditated upon for in it all these become one. The 

self is the foot- trace of all this, for by it one knows all this, just as one can find again 

by. foot- prints (what was lost). He who knows this fmds name and praise. "16 

Again. the Kena Upani~ad begins with a question like - "Willed by whom does the 

directed mind go towards its object? Being directed by whom does the vital force that . . 

precedes all, proceed (towards its duty)? By whom is the speech willed that people 

utter? Who is the effulgent being who directs the eyes and the ears?"17 Here it can be 

seen thanhe pupil has used anumiina to infer that there must be a principle behind the 

functions of the senses, the vital force, the mind and .the speech as they are not self

subsisting (as in a dead body they don't work). Thus he has put his query forward to 

know that principle. 

In Chhiindogya Upani~ad we fmd that the existence of Ether has been accepted as the 

·- · carrier of sound. It teads·as follows _:_ 

"Ether (or space), veriiy, is greater than fire. For in the ether exists .both sun and 

moon, lightning, stars an.d fire. Through ether one calls; through ether one hears, 

through ether one ap.swers. In ether one enjoys himself and in ether one does not 

16 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953), Brhadoraf)yaka, 
1.4.7,p 166 
17 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankarocorya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009),Kena,l.1, p40 
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enjoy himself. In space 'G.ne :is :born :and· \tmto ~pace -one is born. Meditate on 

ether.""8Here inferente .is used t0 :irt_alc~U:;~he.'medium of sound- movement as ether. 

In fact, Charvaka do.es not accept -~~her ra.S::a basic element, since the presence of ether 
. . , . ' . . ' 

cannot be perceived but has ·to be :inferred. Thus we can very clearly read the use of 

anumiina as a means to acqui~e knowledgein Upanitjads. 

·Now Charvakas :have rejected ~this pra,m~ila :_based oil.two grounds. Firstly, since we 

cannot verify all the :~ndividuafcas~s.'<l>f~si}ioke and fi:re, we cannot assert vyapti or any 
' .. ~ . . . ':. ' . ' .. . - . 

kind of invariable telatiot} beiween t;Rem.':ForiCharV:akas, to .c0me to that position we 

. should ~ot O!llY be able ~p verify aH th~ ·.P'(lSt -:cases, but ·also the present ones and all 

the future instances. Because when we 'make· any general statement, .i.e. claim any 

universal proposition; e.g. when we claim, ''All men are mortal', we not only talk 

about the past and present cases but also extend mortality to all future instances. 

Secondly they say that the whole argument of Inference falls into petitio principii or 

becomes an argument in circle, because :the. conclusion of deduction is implicitly 

entertained as a premise J:lf induction, which in tum is .accepted as the basis of 

deduction. Thus the whole argument boils down to a circular argument. This problem 

has been nullified by pointing to Chaniaka8. :generalisation of perception as 'All 

perceptions are right', since the same logical problem arises in this Universal 

proposition. 

Nyaya, the school of Indian ,philosephy which· is primarily concerned with logic and 
. . 

epistemology, has deaM.with ·inference yery exha\lst·ively. In Nyaya epistemology the 

presence of middle teinl in the ·min:otiterm is -called palr.$ailharmr,tta. The invariable 

.association·of the ,middle :tyrh) ·:With:',fP,e r~ajor~teijn·,~·~:.:cfiiiyd<@_qp~i. The knowledge of 

palcyadharmatii as. quaiifie~·;b~ 'lJY~p·fi,,{~J~-aile~,k4~a]nqi;sa. ·~~d .cinf¢r¢Rce isilefined 
' ' ' ' ' .• ; • ~ '. ' • ' '4 ,'f • ·. •·. · •: ' •!' ,: ~. '1 ' " • ' ' ': ~-. 

as knowledge .arisiNg ·.throl1gh:para,hhf.~il,,';.i:e~ ,:tJ.Iej$6:W:leqge 0f :the ,presence of the 
. ' .. :. " ' 

major in the minor Jhr0ugh ·;the ,nu'd{.Ue ~hich. ,t~side_s in the mi~or and is invanably 

associated with the major. 

18 Radhakrishnan, S, Principa/&pani$ads (London: ,Geor,geAIIen .& Unwin Lt·d)l953), Chiindogya, 
Vll.12.1, p479 
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This inference is expressed in the form of five propositions, called avayavas or 

members. These are Pratijiia, Hetu, Udiiharana, Upanaya and Nigamana19
. This can 

be put as, 

1. Ram is mortal (Pratijiia) 

2. Because he is a man (Hetu) 

3. All men are mortal, e.g. Socrates, Plato, Kant etc.(Udiiharana); 

4. Ram is also a man (Upanaya) 

5. Therefore he is mortal (Nigamana) 

The pratijiia is the first proposition, wliich_.asserts. some~hing."-The hetu is the second 

proposition which stat~s the reason for this as.sertion. The udiiharana is the universal 

proposition, sh~wl~g-·the collllection betwe;n th~ reason and the asserted fact, as ,. ~ ., . ~· 

supported by known inst~mces. Upanaya is the application of the ~niversal proposition 

to the present case. Nigamana is the conclusion which follows from the preceding 

propositions. 

Inferences are divided into sviirtha and pariirtha depending upon its purpose, into 

purvavat, se$avat and siimiinyatodrsta depending upon the movement and into three 

more sections viz. kevalanvayi, kevalvyatireki and anvayavyatireki depending upon its 

structure. 

Thus all other schools accept inference as a valid means of knowledge. But the 

detailed treatment of this pramiina differs from school to school.In Jaina 

Epistemology, inference has been included under the sub - category of Mati which 
.. 

comes under mediate knowledge. 

In Buddhism, Svatantra - Vijfil:inavada accepts inseparable connection or vyiipti as the 

nerve of inference. In inference, an object is cognized through its 'mark' or a valid 

'middle term' which has three20 characteristics - (1) It is present in the probendum 

(anumeya), (2)It is also present in that which is like the probandum, (3)It is not 

present in that which is not like the probandum. Inference for another is a syllogism. 

19 Mishra Keshava, Tarkabha$a, (Poona: Oriental Books,1924) pS48-49 
20 Sharma, C. D., A Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy, (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass)pl31 
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The Nyaya syllogism has five members: 1. Thesis, 2. Reason, 3.Example with 

inseparable connection 4. Application and 5.Conclusion.Vijiianavada reject thesis, 

reason and conclusion and retain only two - !.Example with inseparable connection 

or the general rule and 2. Application which includes reason and conclusion. 

Satikhya - Yoga also accept inference as a valid means of knowledge. With regard to 

the classification of inference, the Satikhya adopts the Nyaya view, although in a 

slightly different form. Inference is first divided into two kinds, viz. vita and avita. It 

is called vita when it is based on a universal affirmative proposition and avita when 

_based on universal negative. All the three forms of inference viz. Purvavat, Se$avat 

and Samanyatodrsta is analogous to the Nyaya division. 

The Mimamsa account of inference also generally agrees with that of the Nyaya. But 

there are certain minor differences also e.g. Mimamsakas recognise only three 

members of a syllogism, either first three or last three, thus bringing the Indian 

syllogism in conformity with the Aristotelian scheme. 

Upamiina is the third source of knowledge accepted by Upani$ads. The knowledge 

gained by this means is called upamiti. It is the knowledge derived through 

comparison and roughly corresponds to analogy. It has been defined as the knowledge 

of the relation between a word and its denotations .It is produced by the knowledge of 

resemblance or similarity. 

For example, a man, who has never seen a gavaya or a wild cow and doesn't know 

what it is, is told by a person that a gavaya is an animal like a cow, subsequently 

comes across a wild cow in a forest and recognises it as the wild cow; the .knowledge 

for him comes through Upamiiria or comparison. 

He has heard the word 'gavaya' and has been told that it is like a cow and now he 

himself sees the object denoted by the word gavaya and recognises it to be so. Hence 

upamiina is just the knowledge of the relation between a name and the object denoted 

by that name. It is produced by the knowledge of similarity because a man recognises 

a wild cow as gavaya then perceives its similarity to the cow and remembers the 

description that 'a gavaya is an animal like cow'. 
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The subtle difference between anumiina and upamiina can be very well read here. In 

anumiina we move from the known to the unknown through our own knowledge of 

invariable concomitance. The universal knowledge comes through our practical 

experience. But in upamiina we do not have any direct knowledge of the unknown, 

we move only from the theoretic.al vague idea to the practical object of knowledge. 

Though there are differences among schools regarding the exact definition of 

upamana, especially between Nyaya and Mimamsa, this roughly corresponds to 

analogy. And we find the use of analogy in many Upani$ads. 

Katha Upani$ad reads as follows -

"Arise, awake, having attained thy boons, understand (them). Sharp as the edge of a 

razor and hard to cross, difficult to tread is the path (so) sages declare."21 Here we can 

see the use of the analogy of razor to explain thenature of the path to be followed by 

a knowledge - seeker. 

Brhadiiranyaka Upani$ad says, 

"This, verily, is his form which is free from craving, free from evils, free from fear. 

As a man when in the embrace of his beloved wife knows nothing without or within, 

so the person when in the embrace of the intelligent self knows nothing without or 

within. That, verily is his form in which his desire is fulfilled, in which the self is his 

desire, in which he is without desire, free from any sorrow."22Here we can see the use 

·of a lay- man's experience to denote a subtle experience of self- knowledge. 

Svetiisvatara Upani$ad reads as -

"As oil in the sesame seeds, as butter in cream, as water in riverbeds, as fire in the 

friction sticks, so is the self seized in one's own soul if one looks from Him with 

truthfulness and austerity."23 And adds-

"The Self which pervades all things as butter is contained in milk, which is the root of 

self- knowledge and austerity, that is the Brahman, the highest mystic doctrine. That 

21 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads, (London: George Allen & Unwin,l953)Katha, 1.3.14,p628 
22 Ibid., Brahadiirar:Jyaka, IV.3.21,p 262 
23 Ibid., Svetiisvatara, 1.15, p718 
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is th,e highest mystic doctrine"24 These are some of the ·examples where we f~d the 

use of upamiina in Upani$ads. 

This source is not recognised by many schools. The Buddhists reduce upamiina to 

perception and Testimony, :since we move from someone's word to its knowledge by 

the verification of perception. The Sankhya and the Vaise~ika reduce it to inference. 

The J ainas reduce it to recognition or pratyabhijfia. 

Mimam:sakas description ·of upainiina tcikes ·a little different .course. They point· out 

that the knowledge of the relation between a: word and the object denoted by that 

word is derived by verbal authority {e.g. by the words of the person who tells that a 

wild cow is similar to a cow) and not by. comparison. It is known through the 

recollection of what was learnt from· the verbal authority of the person. And the 

knowledge of the wild cow itself is due to the perception and not comparison. 

Hence companson, according to Mimamsa, apprehends the similarity of the 

remembered cow to the perceived wild cow. It is the cow as possessing similarity 

with the wild cow that is known by comparison. A person need not be told by 

anybody that a wild cow is similar to a cow. Any person who has seen a cow and 

happens· to see a wild cow himself remembers the cow as similar to the wild cow he is 

perceiving. This knowledge ·of similarity is comparison. It is distinguished from 

inference because the vyiipti orinvariable concomitance is not needed here. 

The fourth Upani$adic pramiina i. e. sabda or testimony is accepted by Bauddhas, 

Jainas, Sfuikhya.:... Yoga,, Nyaya- Vaise~ika, Mimamsa and Vedanta. It is rejected. 

·only..by Carvakas. Litera:lly sabda means verbal ~owledge. It is·the knowledge of the 
~ . . . . . . ' 

. . . . 

objects derived .from the ·words··or sentences. All verbal knowledge is not however 

valid. :Hence sabda is defimict.as valid verbal testimony. n .consists in the assertion of 

:trustworthy person. A vetba1 :stat~ment is valid when it comes from a person who 

knows the truth and speaks ~he truth about anything for <the guidance of other persons. 

But it is a matter of common .observation that a sentence or statement is not by itself 

sufficient to give us any knowledge of things. Nor again does the mere perception of 

24 Radhakrishnan, 5, Principal Upani$ads, (London: George Allen & Unwin,1953) Svetosvatara, 1.16, 
p718 
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the words of a sentence lead to any knowledge about objects. It is only when one 

perceives the words and understands their meaning that he acquires any knowledge 

from a verbal statement. 

Hence while the validity of verbal knowledge depends on its -being based on statement 

ofa' trustworthy person, its possibility depe~ds upon understanding ofthe meaning of 

that statement. Hence sabd(1 or testimony, .as a source of valid knqwledge, consists in 

understanding the meaning ofthe statement .of a trustworthy person. 

In Kena Upani$ad, while describing th~narure of consGiousness, the teacher resorts to 

sabda pramiina. It reads as follows-

"The eye does not go there, nor speech, nor mind. We do not know (Brahman to be 

such and such); hence we are not aware of any process of instructing about it"25 and 

immediately after that says- '"That Brahman is surely different from the known; and 

again it is above the unknown' -such was (the utterance) we heard from the ancient 

(teachers) who explained it to us."26 On this sloka Dr. Radhakrishnan writes, "It is 

above the known and the unknown, but it is not unknowable. Verse 6 says, tad eva 

brahma tvam viddhi, 'that, verily is Brahman, know thou' implies that the Brahman is 

not beyond our apprehension. The writer suggests that this teaching has been 

transmitted by tradition. We cannot know it by logic. Brahma caitanyam 

iicaryopadeia paramparayaiviidhigantavyam., na tarkatab (Sallkara). ,m 

Again in Svetiisvatara Upani$ad, regarding the knowledge of Vedanta, we find-

"By the power of austerity and .the grace of God, the wise Svetiisvatara in proper 

manner spoke about Brahman, the supreme, the pure, to the advanced ascetics, what 

is pleasing to the company of seers."28'fhen it adds, 'The :highest mystery in the 

Vedanta which has been declared in a for.iner age should not .be given to the one 

whose passions are not subdued nor again to .one who is not a ~on or a pupil. "29 And 

25 Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankaraciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009),Kena,l.3, p48 
26 Ibid. Kena, 1.4, p49 
27 

Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ad, (London: George Allen & Unwin,l953)Kena, 1.4, p582 
28 1bid.,Svetiisvatara, 6.21, p74.9 
29 1bid., Vl.22, p 749 . 
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finally says, "These subjects which have been declared shine forth to the high -

souled one who has the highest devotion for God and for his spiritual teacher as for 

God. Yea they shine forth to the high - souled one. "30 

The Brhadiira1Jyaka Upani$ad reads as follows -

"As from a lighted fire laid with damp fuel, various {clouds ·of) smoke issue forth, 

even so, my dear, the lf,.g Veda, the Yajur Veda, the Siima Veda, the Atharvangirasa, 

. history, ancient lore, science, Upan~$ads, verses, aphorisms, explanations and 

commentaries. From this indeed all these breathed forth."31 This adds some divinity to 

the Vedas. 

These examples indicate that sabda has been accepted as a valid source of knowledge 

in the Upani$ads. The words of the Vedas and that some of the masters have been 

entertained as authority. 

According to Nyaya, testimony is of two kinds - vaidika and laukika. The vaidika 

testimony is perfect and infallible because the· Vedas are spoken by God. Secular 

testimony, being the words of human beings who are liable to error, is not infallible. 

Only the words of trustworthy persons who always speak the truth are valid others are 

not. A word is a potent symbol which signifies an object and a sentence is a collection 

of words. But a sentence in order to be intelligible must conform to· certain conditions. 

These conditions are four - iikan/cya, yogyatii, sannidhi and tiitparya. 

The first is mutual implication or expectancy. The words ofa sentence are interrelated 

and stand in need of one another ·in order to express a complete sense. A mere 

aggregate of unrelated words will not make a logical sentence. It will be sheer 

· -:nonsense, e.g. 'cow horse man elephant'. 

The second condition is that the words should possess fitness to convey the sense and 

should not contradict the meaning. 'water the pl~nts with fire' is a contradictory 

sentence. 

30 Ibid., Vl.23, p 750 
31 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads, (London: George Allen & Unwin,l953), Brhadiiral)yaka, 
11.4.10, pl99 
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The third condition is the close proximity of the words to one another. The words 

must be spoken in quick succession without long intervals. If the words 'bring', 'a', 

'cow', are uttered at long intervals they would not make a logical sentence. 

The fourth condition is the intention of the speaker if the words are ambiguous. For 

example, the word 'saindhava' means 'salt' as well as a 'horse'. Now if a man who is 

taking his food asks another to bring 'saindhava' the later should not bring a horse. 

Sabda, as a pramiina, has got the greatest importance in Mimamsa. For them, it is the 

knowledge of supra- sensible. objects which is produced by the comprehension of the 

meaning of words. Kumarila divides testimony into pauruseya (personal)and 

apauruseya (impersonal). The former is the testimony of .the trustworthy persons 

(iiptaviikya). The latter is the testimony of the Vedas (vedaviikya). It is valid in itself, 

it has intrinsic validity. To uphold the etemality and the authorlessness of the veda, 

the Mimamsakas put forward the theory that words and meanings as well as their 

relation are all natural and eternal. 

The fifth Upanisadic pramiina viz. arthiipatti or implication is accepted only by 

Mimamsa and Vedanta. Prabhakara and Kumarila both, unlike the Naiyiiikas, admit 

arthiipatti as an independent means of valid knowledge. It is presumption or 

postulation or implication. It is the assumption of an unperceived fact in order 

reconcile two apparently inconsistent perceived facts. If someone is fat and he does 

not eat during daytime, we presume that he eats during night, otherwise the 

inconsistency of being fat and not eating during day canhot be explained. 

Chhiindogya Upani$ad reads as follows -

"This is my self within the heart, smaller than a grain smaller than a grain of rice, than 

a barley com, than a mustard seed, than a grain of millet·or the kernel of a grain of a 

millet. This is myself within the heart, greater than the earth, greater than the 

atmosphere, greater than the sky, greater than these worlds."32 And in order to 

reconcile these contradictory positions postulates, in the same Upani$ad as follows -

32 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads, (London: George Allen & Unwin,1953),Chhandogya, 111.14.3, 

p391 
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"Verily, this whole world is Brahman, from which he comes forth, without which he 

will be dissolved and which he breaths. Tranquil, one should meditate on it. Now 

verily, a person consists· of purpose. According to the purpose a person has in this 

world, so does he become on departing hence. So let him frame for himself a 

purpose. "33 

Then again in !Siiviisya Upani$ad, regarding the Ultimate, we find - · 

"It moves and It moves not; It is far and it is near, It is within all this and It is also 

outside all this"34 and to reconcile these contradictories, we find in the beginning 

itself-

"(Know that) all this, whatever moves in this moving world, is enveloped by God. 

Therefore find your enjoyment in renunciation; do · not covet what belongs to 

others."35 

In this way, we can read the use of arthiipatti at various places m the maJor 

Upani$ads. 

The Naiyaikas reduce the presumption to inference. The Mimamsakas regard it as an 

independent pramiina .Prabhakara holds that the element of doubt distinguishes 

presumption from inference. In presumption there must be a doubt regarding the truth 

of the two perceived facts which doubt is removed by presumption, while in inference 

there is no such doubt. Kumarila believes that doubt is not the basis of presumption. 

This basis is the mutual inconsistency of the two perceived facts. This inconsistency is 

removed by presumption. In inference there is no such inconsistency. 

Prabhakara and Kumarila both agree in holding that in presumption there is no middle 

term at all which is the basis of inference. Neither ofthe two perceived and apparently 

inconsistent facts can separately serve as middle term. Both the facts combined appear 

to be middle term. But then this combination already includes the conclusion, while a 

valid middle term should not include the conclusion. Hence presumption is different 

33 Ibid., Chhiindogya, 111.14.1, p391 
34 1bid., Tsa,v, p571 
35 Ibid., Tsa,l,p 567 
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from inference. But Naiyaikas point out that presumption is disjunctive reasoning 

which might be reduced to categorical form also. If a fat person say Ram, does not eat 

during day than the fact of his eating during night is inferred thus : 

Fat Ram eats either during day or night, 

Fat Ram does not eat during day, 

Therefore fat Ram eats during night. 

This may be reduced to a categorical form thus: 

All fat persons who do not eat during day are persons who eat during night, 

Ram is a fat person who does not eat during day, 

Therefore Ram is a fat person who eats during night. 

The last Upani$adic pramiina is non - cognition or non - apprehension. Kumarila 

admits it as the sixth independent source of valid knowledge. The Naiyaika and 

Prabhakara reject it. 

The Brahadiiral)yaka Upani$ad reads as follows -

"He said: 'That, 0 Gargi, the knower of Brahman, call the imperishable. It is neither 

gross nor fine, It is neither short nor long, It is neither glowing red (like fire) nor 

adhesive (like water), It is neither shadow nor darkness, neither air nor space, 

unattached, without taste, without smell, without eyes, without ears, without voice, 

without mind, without radiance, without breath, without a mouth, without measure, 

having no within and no without. It eats nothing and no one eats it"36 Here we can see 

that Brahman is described only in terms of non - cognition within the realm of sense 

-data. 

Looking for the famous Vedantic 'Neti Neti', in the same Upani$ad we find-

" 'Of him the eastern direction is the eastern breaths, the southern direction is the 

southern breaths, the western direction is the wes~em breaths, the upper direction is 

the upper breaths, the lower direction is the lower breaths, all the quarters are all the 

breaths. But the self is ·'not this, not this.' He is incomprehensible for he is never 

comprehended. He is undestructible for he cannot be destroyed. He is unattached for 

36Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani!}ads, (london: George Allen & Unwin ltd.,1953), Brhadiiraf)yaka 
111.8.8, p232 
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he doesn't attach himself. He is unfettered, he doesn't suffer, he is not injured. Verily 

Janaka you have reached (the state of) fearlessness,' thus said Yajfiavalkya. Janaka 

{King) .of Videha said: 'May fearlessness come unto you, Yajfiavalkya, to you, 

venerable Sir, who makes you to know (the state of) fearlessness. Salutations to you. 

Here are the people ofVideha, here·ami (at your service). "'37 

Thus we can see how Upani~ads have used cmupalbdhi to indicate the real nature of 

theUltimate. 'Neti Neti' is a way of non- cognition to describe the indescribable. 

The Naiyaikas, like Kumarila admits negation as an independent ontological category, 

but he unlike Kumarila, does not believe in non - apprehension as an independent 

means ,of knowledge to know negation. 

According to him, negation is known either by perception or by inference according 

to the correlate (pratiyogi) of negation is a subject of perception or of inference. The 

same sense- organ which perceives any object perceives it's non- existence also and 

the same inference which infers the existence of any object infers it's non- existence 

also. Thus according to the Naiyaika, though negation is a separate category, non

apprehension as a separate pramiina is not required as its means. He reduces non -

apprehension either to perception or to inference. 

Prabhakara does not admit negation itself as an independent category and hence has 

no need to accept non- cognition as its means. Prabhakara agrees with the Naiyaikas, 

agaist Kumarila rejecting non - apprehension as a separate pramiina. But he differs 

from the Naiayika in as much as he rejects negation itself as a separate category. To 

him, negation can be represented as a positive .entity. There is no non- existence over 

and above existence. Existence may be perceived either in itself or as related to 

something else. The apprehension of bare existence, of the locus in itself is wrongly 

called non- existence. Thus the so called 'non- existence of the jar on the ground' is 

nothing but the apprehension of the bare ground itself. The so called 'non - existence 

of the jar before its production' is nothing but the clay itself. 

37 Ibid., lV.2.4, p254 
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Kumarila, siding with the Naiyaika, refutes Prabhakaras views and maintains that non 

- existence or negation exists as a separate category and is different from bare 

existence or locus itself. Negation is not mere nothing. When we the bare ground, we 

perceive neither the jar nor its non ~ existence. Hence the perception of the bare 

ground is separate from the non - existence and non - cognition of the jar. Kumarila 

also refutes the Naiyaika view that non- apprehension may be reduced to perception 

or inference. 

Negation cannot be perceived, for there is no sense - object - contact. Negation 

cannot be inferred, for the invariable concomitance is not known here. Negation 

cannot be known by testimony, for there is no verbal cognition here. Nor can it be 

known from comparison or presumption. Hence negation which is an independent 

category is known by an independent pramiina called non - apprehension. 

In this way each of the classical schools of Indian thought has accepted one. or the 

other pramiina described in the Upani$ads and have constructed their own 

Epistemology. When Carvaka has accepted only one of them, Vedanta has accepted 

all of them as valid and independent. Now the description of self-differs from school 

to school depending upon their epistemology. Because the metaphysics of any school 

by and large depends upon their epistemology. 

Now coming back to Upani$adic texts, we see that as far as the methodological 

approach is concerned, Upani$adic sages have used a variety of methods to build their 

system of thought. In this section, we shall throw some light on the various methods 

used by them since different methods have been resorted to by them at different times 

according to the necessities of discussion. 

In the first place, we .must note the en~gmatic method which occurs from time to time 

in the upani$ads .. The lsa Upani$ad reads-

"lilto blinding darkness .enter those who worship ignorance and those who delight in 

knowledge enter into still greater darkness"38 

38Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads,(London: George Allen & Unwin ltd.,l953), Brhadiiraoyaka 
Tsa, IX, p573 
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When the philosophers of the lsavasya Upani$ad introduces the vidya and avidya, and 

the sambhuti and asambhuti triplets, he was also taking recourse to the same method 

pointing to a synthesis of opposites underlying the apparent contradictions involved in 

the formulations of the two riddles. The best illustration of enigmatic method is found 

in Svetasvatara Upani$ad, where we are told that reality is like a great circumscribing 

felly, whose tyres are the three gunas whose ends are the sixteen ka/as, whose spokes 

are the fifty bhavas or conditions of Samkhya philosophy, whose counter- spokes are 

the ten senses and their ten objects, whose six sets of eights are the eights such as the 

dhiitus, the devas, the eight- fold prakrti and so on, whose single rope is the cosmic 

person, whose three paths are the good, the bact and the indifferent, or yet again, the 

moral, the immoral and the amoral, and finally which causes the single infatuation of 

· the ignorance of Self on account of the two causes, namely, good and bad works39
. 

This is one of the best examples of how they have used enigmatic method. 

Then there is the aphoristic method, as employed in the Mii1Jif.ukya Upani$ad, which 

is the pattern of the later sutra literature of the various systems of philosophy .. This 

method has the advantage of compressing all the materials of thought in short 

pregnant sentences, while leaving the commentator to scratch his head as best he may 

on interpretation of them. It is for this reason probably that the same Vedanta- sutras, 

for example came to be interpreted in such different fashion by the various 

commentators on them. To translate from the Ma1Jif.ukya, we are told how "The 

syllable Aum is verily all that exists. Under it is included all the past, the present and 

the future, as well as that which transcends time. Verily all this is Brahman. The 

Atman is Brahman. This Atman is four - footed. The first foot is Viasvanara, who 

enjoys gross things .... in the state of wakefulness. The second foot is Taijasa, who 

enjoys exquisite things .... in the state of dream. The third is :tlle priinja, who enjoys 

bliss .... In the state of deep sleep .... The fourth is theAtmart, .... who is alone, without 

a second, calm, holy and tranquil"40 This passage has been verily the basis upon 

which all the later systems ofVedantic philosophy have come to be built. 

39Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey of Upanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968)., Svetasvatara, 1.4 p24 
40 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani~ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Mar:l(jukya; 1.1-5, 
p695-697 
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The third is what we may call mythical method which is resorted to very often in the 

Upani$ads. This method is adopted in the first place for the purpose of conveying a 

moral lesson. As for example in the Kena Upani$ad, where the parable41 of Indra and 

the Damsel is introduced to convey the lesson of humility, to show in other words that 

nobody can attain Brahman unless he is humble at heart. 

Then again we have analogical method, which is to be found employed in many 

places by Upani$ads. When, for example, sage Yajfiavalkya introduces the analogy of 

drums, the conch or the lute in order to explain the process of the apprehension of the 

self. Another analogy comes from the Svetiisvatara Upani$ad, of the rivers that ,flow 

into the ocean and become merged in it serving to show the non - difference of the 

individual soul from the Universal Soul. We have the analogical method which tries 

to envisage by images what cannot be explained by the rigour of logic. 

Then sixthly we have the dialectic method which is the stock - in - trade of the 

Upani$adic argument, and could be seen employed at every stage of the development 

of Upani$adic philosophy. The dialogue occasionally takes the form of a severe 

disputation as at the symposium in king Janaka's court. 

As contrasted with the dialectic method, we also have what we call the synthetic 

method in Upani$ads as well. Here an attempt is made to synthesize various ideas. 

For example, Asvapatikaikeya tries to synthesize six· cosmological philosophers in 

Chhiindogya, Pippalada tries to synthesize six psycho - metaphysical questions 

propounded to him by six seers in the Prasnopani$ad or finally Yajfiavalkya attempts 

it out of the six metaphysical standpoints suggested to him by king Janaka in 

Brhadiirm;yaka. 

As against the dialectical and synthetic method, we have what we may call monologic 

method also in Upani$ads. The Upani$adic discourse often becomes soliloquy when 

philosophers try to answer questions by others. For example even though Yama, in 

the Katha Upani$ad, was unwilling to impart wisdom to Naciketa, when once he 

41 1bid, Kena, 111.1- 4.4, p587-591 
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began to speak, he sp0ke 1n a :philosophical monologue which absolutelv overhit the 

bounds of the original qu.estion. 

·' 
We hav~(~ext, the Ad - hoc br teinporising method which is also a noticeable feature 

of the Upani~adic philbsophizing. Very often .the philosophers are absolutely 

pertinent, and never illum~at~ on any topic ·except .the one which is immediately · 

before them, and teach :according to the capacity of the learner .. In the celebrated Indra 

- Virocana myth 42 ·their pr~<:;eptor Prajapati ·tells them >the ·secret not all at once, but 

only when either of them":ha.s prepared himself for xeceiving the wisdom to be 

imparted. It tl:ms J~appens 'tha~ Virocana is perfectly satisfied with the ·first answer of 

Prajapati, but Indra is not, and presses his mater again and-again for the solution of his 

difficulties, Prajapati disclosing the secret of his philosophy only finally. This is an 

excrllent e~ample of the Ad- hoc method employed by the Upani~adic sages. 
1 

Finally we have regressive method which takes the form of many successive 

questions, every new question carrying us behind the answer to the previous question. 

Thus it was that when J'ariaka asked Yajiiavalkya what was the light of man, 

Yajiiavalkya said it was the Sun. Janaka went behind answer after answer carrying 

Yajiiavalkya from the sun :to the moon, from the moon to the fire, from the fire ...... to · 

the Atman, which exists behind them ali as the light- in~ itself.43 

Thus we have a var:iety of methods employed in. Upani~ads in order ·to build its 

epistemology and subsequently its metaphysics. 

The Mahiiviikyas : The ·~pJstemology·Of.Self·'"·_. Consciousness : 

The focal point of whole :7Upaii'i$adic discourse· ·is ,the:'l:kn.owledge :of the self ·and-
• ,, ,. • • • of - • •• • r • . ' ' 

therefore all the Mahaviik):~s·'pf .great teachings {literally 'gteat.,senten~es) are all about 

Atman. They are as follows:. 

42 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal l!Jpanf$ads :(London: George Allen & :Unwin L:td.,1953) Chhiindogya 
Vlll.7-12, pSOl-509 
43 tbid., Brhadiiraoyaka. IV.3 p754 
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1, Prajfitinam Br.ahma "Consciousness is .Brahman "44 

2. A ham Brahmiismi "I ain Brahmari"45 

3. · Tattvamasi "Thou art that"46 

4. Ayam Atma Brahma "This Atman is Brahman''47 

5; Sarvam Khalu I dam Brahma "Everything is Brahman;;48 

The Mahavakyas, in brief, are different paths .of realization of the Absolute. The 

statement Prajiianam. Brahma directs .the seeker to meditate on the Citsv.arupa (Pure 

consciousness form of Brahman), leading to the merger of that individual 

consciousness in the Universal and the attainment of mukti (Liberation from the 

worldly bondage) and the state of Supreme Bliss (Paramananda). Aham Brahmasmi 

is an endeavour to make the pupil engage in deep meditation to realize the Absolute. 

~the Tattvamasi, the teacher is trying to make his pupil realize that his innate being 

is a part of the Absolute. Ayam Atma Brahma also accomplishes the same thing. We 

have already discussed all the pramtinas available in the Upani$ads in detail. Here we 

shall try to see which· epistemological mean is available to know the self whose 

knowledge has been claimed and articulated in the mahavakyas. 

The question can be simply put as: if self - consciousness is the final reality, how 

would it be possible for us to realise it? Can bare intellect or the known pramanas 

suffice to give us a vision of this final reality, or is there any other process beyond the 

reach of intelligence which has the power of taking us within the portal of p~re Self

consciousness? 

Now, Epistemologically, we are told in the various passages of the Upcmi$ads, it 

would not ·be possible for us t<> know the self in the technical meaning of the word 

'knowledge'. The knownpramanas, ;which we have discussed in the first section, are 

not applicable in acquiring self- knowledge. 

44 Eight Upani$ads, With the CGJmmentary of Sankariiciirya Vo1.2, trans. Swami 
Gambhirananda,(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, .2009) Aitreya Upani$ad, HI. 1.3 p66 
7. The Brhadiiranyaka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankarociirya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 1.4.10 plOO 
46 Chiindogya Upani$ad with the commentary ofSankariiciirya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda,VI.8.7 p468 
47 The Brhadiiral)yaka Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariiciirya, tr.Swami Madhavananda, 
(Kolkata:Advaita Ashrama, 2009), 11.5.19, p280 
48 Chiindogya Upani$ad with the commentary.of Sankariicai:ya, tr. Swami 
Gambhirananda,HI.14.1;p208 
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The Atman, say the Upani$adic philosqphers, is unkncnvahle in its essential nature. 

"Whence words retUrns along with the mind, not attaining it, he who knows the bliss 
I . 

. of Brahman fears not at .any time"49 says Taittirfya Upani$ad. "There the eyes· goes 

:not, -speech goes not_, nor ;fhe mind, we know not, we understand not how one can 

te_ach this"50 says the Keno, Upani$ad. 

The Katha Upani$aCl, in ,a si~ilar vein, says, "He who ¢animt even be heard of by 

many, whom many, ~eveil hearing do not know, wondrous is he who can teach (Him) 
- - . 

and skilful is he who ·fmds:(Him) and wondrous is h~ who knows, even when 

instructed by the wise''·51
• ·we ,see in a:ll these passages how the Atman IS to be 

regarded as utJknowable .in it's essential nature. 

There is, however, another side to the unknowability of the Atman. The Atman is 

unknowable because he is the eternal subject who knows. How could the eternal 

knower, ask the Upani$ad at various places, be an object -of knowledge? "The Atman 

is the Great Being", says the Svetiisvtara Upani$ad, "Who knows all that is knowable; 

who can know him who 'himself knows?" 

In BrhadiirciJJ.yaka Upani$ad, in various passages, we are put in possession of bold 

speculation of the philoso_pher Yajfiavalkya. That by whom everything is known, how 

could he himself be known? It .goes like, "He who dwells in the semen is other than 

the semen, whom the ·semen does not know, whose body the semen is, who controls 

the semen from within that is your self, the inner controUer, the immortal. He is never 

seen but is the seer, ·.Jie ·is 'never heard but is the hearer, He is never perceived but is 

the perceiver, H~ is ·never ;seep thought :but .is the thinker. There is no other seer but 
. ..! .'.• .. -. 

He, There is no othet :hear~t :~-ut ;;Ele, Tl}ere -is no -other. perceiver b~t He, There is no 

other think~r but H~; H{·i~:;y6fu:·s~l'f, .the ijme~ ~on~oll~i,' ;tlr~ imil:iorta:l~ Everything -. ·•. ; ~- . . . ; . 

'else is -of evir' :52 

49 Radhakrishnan, S, Prinoipa(Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Taittfriya, 11.4.1, 
p545 
50 Ibid;, Kena, 1.3, p581 i 
51 . ' 

lb1d., Katha, 1.2.7,p610 
52 Ibid., Brahadarar:waka;lll.7.23;p230 
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We thus see that the :question of the unknowability of Atman has another aspect also, 

namely that He is unknowable because He is the eternal subject of knowledge and 

cannot be an object·ofknowledge to another beside him. 

But this raises another fundamental question. Granted that the self is the eternal 

knower of objects, granted also that there is no other knower of him, would it be 

possible for the knower to know himself? This very subtle question was asked 

Yajfiavalkya in another passage of the Brhadiiral)yaka Upani$ad and here again we 

see the brilliant light which the sage Yajfiavalkya throws ·on the problem. It is 

possible, he says for the knower to know himself. In fact, self- knowledg~or self

consciousness is the ultimate category of existence. The self can become an object of 

knowledge to himself. According to the philosophy of Yajfiavalkya, nothing is 

possible, if self- consciousness is not possible. Self - consciousness is the ultimate 

fact of existence. 

We see here how boldly Yajfiavalkya regards both introspection and self -

consciousness as the verities of experience. Introspection is the psychological process 

corresponding to self- consciousness as a metaphysical reality. Self- consciousness 

is possible only through the process of introspection. The self is endowed with 

supreme power of dichotomising himself. The empirical conditions of knowledge are 

inapplicable to the self. The self can divide himself into the knower and the known. 

According to Yajiiavalkya self- consciousness is possible, and it is not only possible 

but alone real. As the dialogue goes between J anaka and Yajiiavalkya 

Janaka: What is the light of man? 

Yajfiavalkya: Sun is the lightofman. It is on account ofthe sunthat man is able to sit 

and to move about, to go forth for work and to return. 

Janaka: When the Sun has set, 0 Yajfiavalkya, What is the light ofman? 

Yajfiavalkya: Moon is the light of man, having the moon for light, man could sit and 

move about, do his work and return 

Janaka: When both the sun and moon have set, what is the light of man? 
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Yaj:fiavalkya: Fire indeed is man's light, having fire for his light man could sit and 

move about, do his work and return 

J anaka: When the sun has set, when the moon has set, and when the fire ts 

extinguished,What is the light of man? 

Yaj:fiavalkya: Now, verily, you are pressing me to the deepest question. When the sun 

has set and when the moon has set, and when the fire is extinguished, the Self alone is 

his light 

Yaj:fiavalkya is here clearly positing the act of pure self- contemplation in which the 

Self is most mysteriously both the subject and the object of knowledge. 

Intimations of Self- knowledge 

The first problem arises with the idea of the absence of the Self .Some sceptics 

. believe that there is nothing like self or no such principle exists in us. As David Hume 

puts it, 

"For my part, when I enter most intimately into what I call myself, I always stumble 

on some particular perception or other, of heat or cold, light or shade, love or hatred, 

pain or pleasure. I never can catch myself at any time without a perception, and can 

never observe anything but perception. When my perceptions are removed for any 

time, as by sound sleep, so long I am insensible of myself, and may truly be said not 

to exist. And were all my perceptions removed by death and I could neither think, nor 

feel, nor see, nor love, nor hate, after the dissolution of my body, I should be entirely 

annihilated, nor do I conceive what is further requisite to make me a perfect non -

entity. If anyone, upon serious and unprejudiced reflection, thinks he has a different 

notion of himself, I must confess I can reason no longer with him. All I can allow him 

is, that he may be the right as well as I, and that we are essentially different in this 

particular. He may, perhaps perceive something simple and continued, which he calls 

himself; though I am certain there is no such principle in me"53 

If this is the case, the problem is why should we think of being moral? If the agent is 

just a flow, why should we think of values at all? Here Vedanta has to give an answer. 

53 
Hume, D, A treatise of human nature,(London: William Collins sons& co. 1975),p301~302 
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Drg- Dr$ya- Viveka, one of the prakarana treatises of Vedanta reads

Rupam Drsyam locanam Drka tat dr$yam drktu rnanasam. 

Drsya dhibrtaya sa/cyihi drigeba na tu drshyate54 

Meaning that when world is seen, eyes are the seer. When eyes are seen, mind is the 

seer. When mind is seen, witness is the seer. But there is no seer of this witiless. 

This can be further interpreted as - if a condition Cl changes to C2, an agent AI who 

is present in C 1 will be able to read the change if he is present in both C 1 and C2. If 

with the change in the condition tl}e agent also ch<I;nges, let us say, from A1 to A2, he 

won't be able to read the change. The concept of change will vanish if everything in a 

system changes. There should be a constant to read the change. Therefore a perfect 

new - comer to a place never raises the question of change. It is only the old visitors 

who talk about change. 

Therefore any sceptic who says that there is nothing constant in him, since he 

perceives his body and mind only as changing phenomena, makes a mistake. By 

simply saying that he is able to perceive changes, he implicitly admits that he himself 

is not changing. To say that the seer also might change does not carry any meaning in 

this i.e. the first person perspective since that change would be known again only if 

there is a constant or witness to note it. 

So Vedanta refutes the sceptic position of 'no - self and establishes the presence of a 

constant principle which becomes the basis of morality and its agency. 

From the above discussion, since self is not an object but subject of knowledge, it is 

very clear that mere intelleCt would be lame to enable us to realise pure Self -

consciousness. Thus pure Self- consciousness cannot be known but can be realised. 

It is not an object of knowledge but rather a subject of self -realization. And this pure 

self- consciousness could only be reached in a state of mystic realisation. 

54 Aearya, Sarikara, Drg- Drsya- Viveka tr. Swami Nikhilananda, (Mysore: Sri Ramakrishna Ashrama, 
193l),pl 
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Upani$ads afford a practical lesson for the realisation of Atman. They are not content 

with merely constructing an intellectual explanation of Reality, but suggest means for 

practical attainment of it. There is the same gulf between expression of an experience 

and enjoyment of it, as there is between knowledge and being. Nevertheless mystic 

experience had itself to be suggested and communicated in a concealed fashion. It is 

thus that we find in the various Upani$ads mystical intimations of the realisation of 

the Self, which are hidden like jewels beneath an intellectual exterior, and which he 

alone who has the ·eye fot them can discern to be of immeasurable value. 

Given the limitations of the pramiinas like perception, inference etc. for gaining the 

knowledge of the self, Upani$adic seer's draw a distinction between aparii vidyii and 

para vidyii i. e. between lower and higher knowledge. 

The Mw;.t;laka Upani$ad tells there are two kinds of knowledge to be known, one- the 

higher and other - the lower knowledge. Of these, the lower knowledge is the 

knowledge of the vedas, of grammar, of etymology, of metre, of the science of the 

heavens; while the higher knowledge is that by which alone the imperishable being is 

reached. 55 

55 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Muf)r;/aka, 1.1.4-5, 

p359-363 
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Cb~pter Three 

Ethical aspects of Atman: 

The Doctrine of Atman as the Locus of the Puru~arthas and Asramas 

In this chapter, I am going t() deal with the Ethical aspect of Atman as discussed in the 

Upani$ads. Upani$ads do not talk only about the transcendent; it incorporates worldly 

life extensively into its discussions. The lsa Upani$ad reads -

"By doing karma, indeed, one should wish to live here for a hundred years. For a man 

such as you (who-wants to live thus), th.e:r;e is no way other than this, whereby karma 

may not cling to you."1 

Therefore, four values have been described in the Upani$ads which are called 

Puru$arthas or literally the meaning -of being a person. In order, they are put as 

Dharma, Artha, Kama and MokSa. They have been further divided into two classes. 

Dharma, Artha and Kama have been clubbed and are together called Abhyudaya. The 

other value MokSa is called Nihsreyasa, signifying fulfilment. Thus they expound a 

two - tier value system. I shall-see how the major Upani$ads relate the concept of self 

with the value - system they propagate. 

Dharma, artha and kama together is ·called Trivarga also. We find an emphasis on 

these values in the Pre -, Buddhistic Upani$ads like lsa, Chandogya, Ka.tha and 

BrhadarmJyaka. The impot1ance ,of MokSa can be read mainly in the post Buddhistic 

Upani$ads. We can read dear .Buddhistic influence in the Taittirfya Upani$ad. 

Abhyudaya 

Dharma 

Dharma has been treated verrex}l:austively in Upani$ads. According to Linguists, the 

word dharma has been derived from Proto - Indo - Iranian r,:oot 'dhar', which means 

to fasten, to support, to hold, in tum reflecting Proto - Indo -,-- European root dh er 

1Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankaraciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Tsa 2, p6 
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meaning to hold, which in Sanskrit is reflected as ...Jdhr. Etymologically it is related to 

avestan ...Jdar or old Persian ...Jdar meaning 'to hold or have'2
. 

In S..g Veda, the word appears as Dharman with a range of meaning encompassing 

'something established or firm' figuratively pointing to a sustainer or supporter and 

semantically indicating something like the Greek 'Ethos' meaning ·fixed decree, status 

or law. In classical Sanskrit the noun becomes thematic- dhafma.3 

In general, the term dharma refers to the natural property of any giVen object. 

Dharma of something is that which makes it what it is. For example, the natural 

property of fire is to bum. If something looks like fire but does not bum anything, it 

cannot be called as fire. Similarly the natural property .of sugar is sweetness. If some 

sugar- crystalltke objects do not taste sweet, we won'tcallthem sugar. Thus dharma 

is the intrinsic property of something. 

The second idea of dharma is that of duty or propriety. It evolves from the concept of 

a divinely instituted natural order of things discussed in the ancient Indian religious 

and Philosophical texts. Dharma precisely points to a way of life which is in 

conformity with that order. 

S..g Veda calls this order S..ta. S..ta literally means 'the course of things'. The 

conception might have been originally suggested by the regularity of the Sun, Moon 

and stars, the alternation of day and night, and of seasons. Everything that is ordered 

in the world has S..ta for its principle. The shifting series of the world are like the 

varying expressions ofthe constant S..ta. The tendency towards the mystic conception 

of an unchanging Reality shows its first sign here. The real is the unchanging law. 

After the emergence of S.ta as a cosmic order, it is identified with the settled will of a 

Supreme principle. But gods have not been depicted as the originator of this order. 

Varuna who was first the keeper of the physical order becomes the custodian of the 

moral order, S..tasya gopa and the punisher of sin. The prayer to the god is in many 

cases for keeping us in the right path. As the IJ.g Veda reads-

2 http://www.wikipidia.org/wiki/Dharma, retrieved on May23, 2011 
3 Ibid., retrieved on May23, 2011 
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0 Indra, ·lead us on the path .of f!.ta, on the right path over all ·evils . 

.Similar .kind of a thing can· be seen in Brahadiirm;yaka Uptmi~ad, when it gives a 

description of the order of the U:niverse. ]t reads as - · 
. ' 

·."Verily at the comman<i of that imperishable, the sun and the moon stand in their 

.respective positions. At the comm~nd of that imperishable, .0 Gargi, heaven and earth 

stand in their respective position. At the command of that imperishable, 0 Gargi, what 

· are .called moments, hours, days and nights, half -·months, months, seasons, years 

stand in their respective positions. At the command of that imperishable, 0' Gargi, 

some rivers flow to the eastfrom-the white {snowy) mountains, others to the west in 

whatever direction each flows. By the command of that imperishable, man praise 

those who give, the gods are d~sirous of the sacrificer and the fathers are desirous of 

the darvf offering. "4 And adds -

"Verily, that imperishable, 0 Gargi is unseen but is the seer, is unheard but is the 

hearer, unthought butis the thinker, unknoWn but is the knower. There is no other seer 

but this, there is no other hearer but this, there is no other thinker but this, there is no 

other knower but this. By this imperishable, 0 Gargi, is space· woven like warp and 

.woof'5 

Thus we see that the idea -of a cosmic order is not only .present in the samhitiis but. also 

• in the Upani$ads. Dharma which produces justice, social harmony and human 

·happiness require that the human beings discern and live in .a manner appropriate to 

the requirements of that order.·•thepower that lies behind nature·and keeps everything 
> . • ' 

ih ~balance becomes a .;natural forehmner ·of Dh~rma, The idea of Rta laid the· 
. ' . ' ' ~.' ' . . -,.. . . ~ ' . . . . . . . 

•• cotnerstone of dharma's .irripli~it '~ttributioii.to theprinciple,petvading the existence. 

'What is the practical meaning :ofliving in tune with the cosi.nic order? In this regard, 

Brahadiirm;yaka upan~iad J~Oes ·onto identify Dharma with ·truth. f!.ta is the 

'
4 Hadhakrishnan,S., Principal Vp'ani$aiis{l.:ondon: ~eo~ge Allen & Unwin ltd.) Brhadarar.waka, 111.8.9,.· 
,p232 
5 1bid, 111.8.11, p233 
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underlying truth of the phenomenal universe. And if Dharma is living in conformity 

with the ]J.ta, it prescribes a truthful life. The Upani~ad reads as -

"Yet he did not flourish. He created further an excellent form, dharma. This is the 

power ofK~atriya class, viz. dharma. Therefore there is nothing higher than dharma. 

So a weak man hopes (to defeat) a strong man by means of dharma as one does 

through a king. Verily that which is dharma is truth. Therefore they say of a man who 

speaks the truth, he speaks dharma or of a man who speaks dharma that he speaks the 

truth. Verily both these are the same"6 So simply speaking, in Upani~adic terms, 

dharma refers to a truthful and honest way of living. If cffz_arma means Jiving 

according to certain universal principles, truthfulness is the foremost of them. All 

other virtues come as essential supplements to this virtue of truthfulness. 

This is reflected in another passage from Taittirfya Upani~ad. The Upani~ad reads as

"The knower of Brahman attains the highest. Here is a verse uttering that very fact: 

Brahman is Truth, Knowledge and Infinite. He who knows that Brahman as existing 

in the intellect which is lodged in the supreme space in the heart, enjoys, in 

identification with all - knowing Brahman, all desirable things simultaneously. From 

that Brahman indeed, which is the Self, was produced space. From space emerged air. 

From air was born fire. From fire was created water. From water sprang up earth. 

From earth were born the herbs. From herbs was produced food. From food was born 

man. That man. Such as he is, is surely a product of the essence of food. Of him this 

indeed, is the head; this is the southern (right) side; this is the northern (left) side; this 

is the self; this is the stabilizing tail"7 

Here we can see that s~tyam or truth is included in the essence of the Supreme. And 

therefore, in the discourse of dharma, truthfulness acquires the highest status. 

We find, therefore, in the same Upani~ad, a passage where truthfulness is primarily 

instructed oy a teacher to his outgoing student along with a prescription for the 

righteous way of life. It reads as -

6 1bid, 1.4.14, p171. 
7
Eight Upani$ads, With the commentary of Sankarficfirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 

{Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Taittirlya Upani$ad, 11.1.1, p304 
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"Having taught the Vedas, the preceptor imparts this post instruction to the students : 

Speak the truth. Practice righteousness. Make no mistake about study. Having offered 

the desirable wealth to the teacher, do not cut off the line ofprogeny. There should be 

no inadvertence about truth. There should be no deviation from the righteous activity. 

There should mistake about protection of yourself. Do not neglect the propitious 

activities. Do not be careless about learning andteaching"8 

The instruction to follow the path of truthfulness is ex:plicit, since all other virtues like 

control of the mind and control of the senses turns in.dispensible to practice the 

discipline oftruthfulness. Thus Mw:u;laka Upani~ad says, "Truth alone wins, and not 

untruth. By truth is laid the path called devayana, by which the desireless seers ascend 

to where exists the supreme treasure attainable through truth"9 

Therefore, the next meaning of dharma is associated with iicara, vyavahiira and 

priiyasl:it i.e. with a person's conduct and his or her dealings with the wor:ld, with 

truthfulness as its locus. Priiyasl:it stands for a sense of repentance for the mistakes 

we commit knowingly or unknowingly. This requires cultivation of right virtues and 

eradication of the negative tendencies. Thus Chhiindogya Upani$ad points to a set of 

five cardinal sins which one should avoid in order to live a righteous life. It reads as -

Again in the Chhiindogya, we meet with a different list of virtues. We read "Then 

those are his austerity, charity, sincerity, non- injury, speaking of truth- they are his 

da/cyi~ws."10This means that Atman (self - knowledge), which is the cause of 

liberation, cannot be attained by a life of perpetual defects and drawbacks. One needs 

to fight all the evil tendencies existing within and without. As Mw:u;laka Upani$ad 

puts it-

''This self cannot be a:rraitied by one without str~ngrh nor through austerity without an 

aim. But he who strives by these means, if he 'is a knower, this self of his enters the 

abode of Brahman. ;,I 1 

8 Ibid., Taittlriya, 1.11.1, p 283 
9 Ibid., Vo/.2, Mw:u;Jaka 111.1.6 p146 
1° Chandogya Upani$ad with the commentary of Sankariicorya, tr. Swami Gambhirananda, 111.17.4 

p229 
11 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953), MuQc;Jaka, 111.2.4, 

p690, 
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But, as already said, dharma is not only elimination of negative but also inculcation of 

the positive. Therefore there are many Upani$adic passages which prescribe sets of 

qualities in order to live a dhiirmic life. This is illustrated by a parable found in the 

BrhadiiraJJyaka Upani$ad. It goes as -

"Once upon a time the gods, men and demons all went to their common father, 

Prajapati and asked him to communicate to them the knowledge that he possessed. To 

gods Prajapati communicated the syllable Da. And having asked them whether they 

had understood what he had said to them, received the answer that they had 

understood that they were asked to practice self- cqntrol (Diimyata), upon which 

Prajapati expressed satisfaction. To the man he also communicated the syllable Da, 

and after having asked them whether they had understood what he had said to them, 

received the answer that they had understood that they should practice Charity 

(Datta), upon which Prajapati said that he was satisfied. To the demons likewise, 

Prajapati communicated the syllable Da, and having asked them whether they had 

understood what he had said to them, received the answer that they had understood 

that they should practice compassion (Dayiidhvam), upon which Prajapati expressed 

satisfaction again"12 Thus the BrhadiiraJJyaka Upani$ad points to self - control, 

charity and compassion as the three principal cardinal virtues. In a nutshell, dharma in 

Upani$ads, in one sense can be seen as practice of certain virtues and abstinence from 

certain prohibited practices. 

There is, in the Upani$adic context, one more dimension of dharma which 

corresponds to one's duty according to his or her station in life. This duty is related to 

ones varna (caste)and asrama (stage in life). The former is called varnadharma and 

the latter asramadharma. 

Varna refers to one's caste. Here caste stands for in ...,... born natural tendencies. 

Scriptures discuss four castes- Briihmana, K$atriya, Vaisya and Sudra. Although the 

idea of varna emerges from the Vedas and it's exhaustive treatment is found in other 

Philosophy texts, upani$ads also have discussed the issue. The Brhadiira!Jyaka 

Upani$ad reads as -

12 Ranade, R. D. A Constructive Survey ofUpanishadic Philosophy, (Bombay: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 
1968), Brhadiiraoyaka, V.2.1-3 p225 
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''So these (four orders were created) the briihmana, the ]cyatriya, the vaiSya and the 

sudra. Among the gods that Brahma existed as Fire, among men ate briihmana, as a 

lcyatriya by means of the (divine) /cyatriya, as a vaiSya by means -of the (divine) 

vasiya, as a sudra by means of the (divine) sudra."13 

This is primarily a division of labour. The section of people, in whom sattva is 

dominant, is called briihmana. They are supposed to perform all the rituals, study the 

vedas and practice austerities. K$afriya are ra/as dominated people. Their job is 
. ' 

defence. They are supposed to protect others and the whole nation. Vaisya is assigned 

the part of business. They are merchant people and are ertgaged in market. Sudras, the 

fourth and last category, are those who serve the community and the society. 

In the beginning, these classes were not birth - based. There were flexibilities among 

them. But now it has grown to be a rigid and birth - based system. This can be 

understood from the story14 of Satyakama Jabala found in Chhiindogya Upani$ad. It 

goes like-

Once upon a time, Satyakama Jabala addressed his mother Jabala, 

Satyakama: Mother, I desire to live the life of a student of sacred knowledge. Of what 

family am I? 

Jabala: I do not know, my child, of what family you are. In my youth, when i went 

about a great deal as a maid servant I got you. So I do not know of what family you 

are. However, I am Hibala by name and you are Satyakama by name. So you may 

speak of yourself as Satyakama Jab ala. 

Then he went to Gautama the son of Hariorumat and said, 

Satyakama: I wish to become a student of sacred knowledge. May I become your 

pupil, venerable sir. 

Gautama: Of what family are you my dear? 

Satyakama: I do not know this, sir, of what family I am. I asked my mother, she 

answered me, "In my youth, when I went about a great deal as a maid servant I got 

13 Ibid., BrhadiiraQyaka, 1.4.16, p171 
14 Radhakrishnan, S., Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen ·& Unwin Ltd.,1953), Chiindogya, 
IV.4.1-5, p406-407 
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you. So I do not know of what family you are. I am Jabala by name and you are 

Satyakama by name." So I am Satyakama Jabala sir. 

Gautama: None but a brahmana could thus explain. Bring the fuel my dear, I will 

receive you, as a pupil. Thou hast not departed from the truth. 

Again Asrama refers to the stages of life. There are four asrama viz. Brahmacarya, 

Grhastha, Vanaprastha and Sannyasa. 

Brahmacarya encompasses first twenty five years of one's life. Here one is supposed 

to ~ad the life of .a brahmacari or celibate. Chief duty in this period is to study and 

serve ones teacher. One depends on begging or food in this period. Chandogya 

Upani$ad reads as -

"There are three branches of duty, sacrifice, study and almsgiving -·Austerity indeed 

is the first. The second is the pursuit of sacred wisdom, dwelling in the house of the . 

teacher. Absolutely controlling his body in the house of the teacher, is the third. All 

these attains to the world of the virtuous. He who stands firm in Brahman attains life · 

etemal."15 

The second stage grhastha means married life. Here one is supposed to earn wealth 

and enjoy worldly life. He is supposed to bring happiness to family life through 

material wealth. 

Vanaprastha, the third stage, implies a semi - retired life. Here one should withdraw 

from worldly life and start preparing for a perfect life of detachment. 

The final stage is called Sannyasa, where one is expected to give up the world 

perfectly and become a full - time spiritual aspirant. Attainment of perfect knowledge 

should be the sole aim at this stage. 

Now we can see very clearly that each individual will have his own set of duties to be 

performed corresponding to his varna and asrama. This is called varnasramadharma. 

15 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953), Chhiindogya, 
11.23.1, p374 
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Dharma, for a common man, thus boils· down to a set of duties with respect to his 

station in life. There have been many controversies regarding the concept of varna in 

India. The story of Satyakama Jabala very clearly indicates Upani$adic stand on this 

issue. It indicates that in ancient India varna was a very flexible system. It was a 

division of labour and not that of labourers. The quality of a person implied his caste. 

Thus we see that dharma, in upani$adic context means a variety of things. It 

sometime refers to conformity with a cosmic order, sometime a truthful way of life, 

sometime to cultivation of some values and at times to a set of duties. Whatever it 

might be, Dharma remains the most important of all puru$arthas since it regulates _ 

both artha and kiima and paves the way to mo/cya. As a matter of fact, one cannot 

even think of molcya without dharma. 

Artha 

Artha is the second of the puru$arthas. This Sanskrit term primarily stands for 

meaning and material wealth. Artha also refers to purpose, motive, cause, notion etc. 

Thus the second goal of human life is to earn material wealth. But earned material 

wealth does not become artha by itself. The wealth becomes artha only when it is 

earned through proper way and used for the right purposes through dharma. Then it 

becomes artha i. e. it becomes meaningful. 

There has been a charge on Indian Philosophy of being escapist or 'other worldly' by 

nature. Those who label these charges probably are not aware of the scheme of 

puru$arthas that Indian Philosophy propagates. The inclusion of artha signifies the 

due importance that Indian culture attaches to the worldly life. There have been 

discussions in the upani$ads, in various forms, regarding artha. One of these can be 

traced to Bhrguvalli chapter of the Taittarfya Upani$ad. It reads as16
-

"Bhrgu, the son of Varona, approached his father Varona 

Bhrgu: Venerable Sir, teach me Brahman. 

He explained to him thus: matter, life, sight, hearing, mind, speech and further said, 

16Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Taittfriya, 111.1.1, P 

553 
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Varuna: That verily from which these beings are born, that, by which, when born they 

live, t~at into which, when departing, they enter. That, seek to know. That is 

Brahman. 

He performed austerity (of thought). Having performed austerity, he knew that matter 

(anna) is Brahman. For truly being here are born from matter (anna), when born, they 

live by matter( anna), and into matter (anna)., when departing they enter." 

In the 'progress of this chapter, Varona goes onto •explain priina, mana, vijfiiina and 

finally iinanda as Brahman. B:!lt the most important point, from the angle of 
'~ 

Puru$arthas, to be noted in this chapter is that anna or matter has been accepted as 

the first expression of Brahman. The implication of this exposition is that our 

existence proceeds from material layer. It might end up in consciousness finally, but 

obviously doesn't begin from it. Therefore minimum material comfort is required 

even for those who aspire for the parii vidyii or higher knowledge. So artha or 

material wealth turns a minimum prerequisite to live a meaningful and purposeful life. 

As a matter of fact, Upani$ads do not prescribe to earn only the minimum required 

but asks to earn as much as possible and multiply the earned wealth. The same 

Taittirfya Upani$ad reads as -

"From food, verily, are produced whatsoever creatures dwell on the earth. Moreover, 

by food alone they live. And then also into it they pass at the end. Food verily is the 

eldest born of beings. Therefore is it called the healing herb of all. Verily those who 

worship Brahman as food obtain all food. For food, verily, is the eldest born of 

beings. Therefore is it called the healing herb of all. From food are beings born. When 

porn they grow up by food. Itii_ eaten and eats things therefore it is called food. 

Verily, different from and within that which consists of the essence of food is the self 

that consists of life. By that this is filled. This verily has the form of a person. 

According to that one's personal form is this one with the form of a person; the 

inbreath is its head; the diffused breath the right side; the outbreath the left side; ether 
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the body, the earth the lowerpart, the foundation." 17 And further.adds that one should 

not denigrate food. Let that be the resolve. Life is because of food. The body 

consumes food. Life is established in the body. The body is established in life. Thus 

food is established in food. He, who knows this, becomes e~tablished in that 

knowledge. ·And then he becomes full with food, with offspring, with cattle, with 

glory and with fame. 

Thereby, it means that one should try to acquire as much wealth as possible in his life. 

-In fact, during the second stage of life known as grhasthasrama, earning wealth is a 

proper duty of the house holder. This wealth must be utihz;ed for the happiness of the 

family and for the charitable work of the society. But this should be done standing 

within 'the four walls of dharma. And thereby it acquires meaning and becomes artha. 

And finally the same Upani$ad asks to grow more food. It maintains that Earth is 

food. Space is food. Earth is established in space. Space is established in earth. Thus 

food is established in food. One who knows this, becomes established in that 

knowledge. And then he becomes full with food, with offspring, with cattle, with 

glory and with fame. 

Here we see that the prescription is not only to increase material wealth but the idea of 

material wealth itself has been expanded in this verse. Thus artha does not only refer 

to money but also to children, cattle, glory, name and fame. It means an elevated 

social standing. In a nutshell, we can say that material wealth has been given due 

importance in Upanisads and thereby artha remains one of the most important goals 

oflife in the Upanisadic scheme of thought. 

Kama 

After dharma and artha, kama comes as the third puru$artha. Kama literally means 

desire. In the context of the puru$artha, it also means pleasure and includes pleasures 

of senses, mind, sex and aesthetic enjoyments of life. Upani$cids have talked about 

this puru$iirtha at various places. Katha Upani$ad reads as -

17
Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani~ads (London: George Allen & UnWin Ltd.,1953), Taittlriya, 11.2.1, p 

543, 
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"The self- existent Lord destroyed the outgoing senses. Therefore one sees the outer 

thing and not the inner self. A rare discriminating man, desiring immortality, turns his 

eyes away and then sees the indwelling self' 18 

Here we can see that the senses are placed in such a way that they always move 

towards outer world. The mind of a common man is such that it seeks for pleasures 

outside. Vedic seers have taken this aspect into account and therefore have 

incorporated kiima also as one of the prime goals of life. Therefore Brhadiiraf)yaka 

Upani$ad defines the mundane happiness of man as - "If one is healthy in body, 

wealthy, lord over others, lavishly provided with all human enjoyments, that is the 

highest bliss of man."19 

The Upani$adic seers happily agree with the idea that there must be enjoyment in life 

but condemn the view that there should be no regulative principle to set the sources 

and means of such enjoyment. The very first sloka of the lsaviisya Upani$ad says-

"(Know that) all this, whatever moves in this moving world, is enveloped by God. 

Therefore find your enjoyment in renunciation (Tena tyaktena bhunjitha); do not 

covet what belongs to others."20 

The line 'tena tyaktena bhunjitha' has been interpreted by many in many ways. 

According to Dr. Radhakrishnan, the line means that one should enjoy through 

tyiiga21
• Sri Aurobindo puts it as "By that renounced thou shouldst enjoy"22 (This is 

another widely accepted interpretation which means that one should enjoy that which 

is left by God). Sankara says that the meaning of this line is "protect (yourself) 

through detachment."23 In brief, this sloka .talks about enjoyment guarded by 

renunciation and thereby summarises the whole concept· of kama as discuss in the · 

Upani$ads. 

18 Eight Upani?ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami 
Gambhirananda,(Kolkata: Advaita Ashram,2008), Katha, 11.1.1, p180 
19 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani?ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953), Brhadiiraf)yaka, 
IV.3.33, p266 
20 .Ibid., Tsa,1, p567 
21 Ibid., p567 
22 Aurobindo,Sri, The Upanishads (Pondichhery: Sri Aurobindo Ashram Press, 1981), Tsa 1, p19 
23 Eight Upani?ads, With the commentary of Sankariiciirya Vo/.1, trans. Swami Gambhirananda, 
(Kolkata: Advaita Ashrama, 2009), Tsa 1, pS 
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Upani$ads don't condemn pleasur_e as such. But .according te them, like artha, this 

puru$iirtha has also to be controlled by dharma. Enj_~yment llas to be earned properly . 

and not without caring for the means· as materialists like · Charvaka ·contends. 

According to Upani$ads, kiima or enjoyment is an essentialpart,oflife but they don't 

maintain that it is the ·only goal of existence. 

This can be understood in some passages about food from ·Chhiindogya Upani$ad. 

There is a sense pleasure in having even our day -to ~ di;ty fopd. Food is not meant 

only for the sake of filling our tumniy up, but is a;lso prepared in a way to make it 

enjoyable for our palate: As a matter of fact, the art ,of cookiqg tasty food has been 

cultivated in every society through the history of hunian growth. We all long for tasty 

food and that is natural human tendency. There is noth[~g wrong with the tendency 

and with the enjoyment of tasty food. But here Chhiindogya has to say something 

very important. The Upani$ad reads as -
. -···· . 

"Food when eaten becomes threefold; its coarsest portion becomes the faeces; its 

middle portion flesh and its subtlest portion mind.';24 The :next section exemplifies it 

as, "Of the curd, my ·dear, when churned, that which is subtle moves upward; it 

becomes butter."25 And adds, "In the same manner, my dear, of the food that is .eaten 

that which is subtle moves upward; it becomes mind"26 This passage gives us as very 

clear message. We shape ourselves through our diet, since food forms our mind and · 

we are as our mind is. Therefore we must be careful about our eating habits. And 

apart from just looking to gratify. our palate, we must he ·,cautious about the kind of 

effect our food is going to leave in our being. 

Similarly, Upani$ads entertain a very cathoiic approa~h tow:ar?s sexuality. Sex is -one . 

of the basic instincts of human beings. Like hunger, ·thirst and '~ileep, it is natural. And . . . . . 

for the larger chunk of men and women, it is almost mdispen~ibk The desire to have 

sexual intercourse is an in built kind of a thing. Apart from ·that, for human beings, it is 

fhe means of procreation. So, the Upani$adic seers .hav;e very sensibly and 

respectfully ·dealt with this aspect of life. Like any· other kiima, according to 

24 Radhakrishnan,S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.1953} Chondogya, Vl.5.4, 
p453 . 
25 Ibid, Vl.6.1, p454 
26 1bid, Vl.6.2, p454 
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Upanisads, this also must be enjoyed within the bounds of dharma. We can very . 
clearly read that the sexual act has been compared with the process of sacrifice. This 

implies that sexual intercourse is like a sacred yajfia for the Upani$adic seers. There is 

no condemnation but some kind of glorification of the act. 

Next, apart from the sense - pleasures, Upani$ad seems to permit intellectual 

pleasures as well. This is evident from the fact that some of the Upani$adic passages 

depict debates between the scholars. For example, Brhadiirm;yaka Upani$ad reads 

as-

"Janaka (King) ofVideha performed a sacrifice at which many presents (were offered 

to the priests). Briihmanas of the Kurus and the Piinchiilas were gathered together 

there. In this Janaka ofVideha arose a desire to know which of these Briihmanas were 

the most learned in scripture. He enclosed (in a pen) a thousand cows. To the horns 

(of each cow) were fastened ten coins. (of gold)."27 This can be included in the 

category of kiima basically because these kinds exercise do not really lead to a lead us 

to any kind of realization of the true nature of the Self. But we derive a kind of 

pleasure, though temporarily only, from these discussions. 

But Upani$ads do not flinch from warning that one should not be complacent with 

this kind of information assuming it to be the highest knowledge or should not 

mistake this kind of intellectual luxury as the highest form of bliss. Thus Svetiisvatara 

Upani$ad says -

"The one controller of many, inactive, who makes the one seed manifold. The wise 

who perceives Him as abiding in their self, to them belongs eternal happiness, not to 

others"28and by emphasizing on whom pure bliss 'does not belong to', makes it very 

clear that one should not confuse intellectual amusement with Divine Bliss. The only 

source of Divine bliss is the intuitive realization of the Self. To this Taittirfya 

Upani$ad adds -

27 Ibid., Brhadiirar:waka., 111.1.1, p 211 
28 lbid.,Svetiisvatara, Vl.l3, p746 
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"Whence words return along with the mind, not attaining it, he who knows that bliss 

of Brahman fears not at any time. This is indeed the embodied soul of the former 

{life). Verily different from and within that which consists of mind is the self 

consisting of understanding. By that this is filled. This, verily, has the form of a 

person. According to that one's personal form is this one with the form of a person. 

Faith is its head; the right the right side; the true the left side; contemplation the body; 

the great one the lower part,the foundation."29 

Since mind and speech can't reach there, it really does not come in any intellectual 

~ discussion .. Scriptures can act only as a guide map, the journey to Brahman is 

different from reading and debating over it. Thus, in a nutshell, we can say that 

Upani$ads include kama in the scheme of basic human values very comprehensively 

and permit enjoyment with the right kind of limits imposed by the principles of 

righteousness. 

Nihsreyasa- Moksa 

The fourth puru$artha, mokSa, has been discussed most extensively in the major 

Upani$ads. MokSa comes from the root muc meaning 'let loose or let go'. Thus mokSa 

stands for release. This is release from the cycle of birth and death and a consequent 

cessation of the concomitant suffering. This can probably be treated as the most 

important of all puru$iirthas since liberation of the individual from the cycle of 

rebirth, according to Upani$ads, is the ultimate purpose of existence. 

There are various passages in Upani$ads describing the nature of mokSa and· that of 

the liberated soul or the liberated individual. According to many passages, this 

liberation comes through the true knowledge of the Self .. And therefore Atman is the 

highest object of desire and love. TheBrhadiirm:zyaka Upani$ad reads as-

"The self is dearer than a son, is dearer,than wealth, is dearer than everything else and 

is innermost. If one were to say to a person who speaks of anything else than the self 
I , 

as the dear, he will lose what he holds dear, he would very likely do so. One should 

29 Ibid., Taittlriya, 11.4.1, p545 
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meditate on self alone as dear. He who meditates on self alone as dear, what he holds 

dear, verily, will not perish."30 This implies that whoever holds anything other than 

liberation as the final end will lose him in the whirlpool of the samsiira and one who 

aspires for liberation will not only lead a meaningful life but also enjoy the world. 

Again the Chhiindogya Upani$ad reads -

"As here on earth the world which is earned by work perishes, even so there the world 

which is earned by merit (derived from the performance of sacrifices) perishes. Those 

who depart hence without having found here the self and those real desires - for them 

in all worlds there is freedom"31 Thus Upani$ads maintain that Self- knowledge is 

the only source of freedom in the true sense. Vedic rituals, which have been 

emphasised by Mimiimsa school also does not lead to the emancipation. Katha 

Upani$ad puts it as -

"If one is able to perceive (Him) before the body falls away (One would be free from 

misery); if not he becomes fit for the embodiment in the created worlds"32 This ~erse 

can be understood as if a person comes to know the true nature of his self, no further 

rebirth takes place or in other words mok.Sa is attained. So the realization of the 

divinity within is the gateway to the cessation of suffering since existence itself is 

synonymous with pain in final analysis. To this Svetiisvatara Upani$ad adds -

"When man shall roll up space as if it were a piece of leather, then there will be an 

end of sorrow, apart from knowing God. "33 

This allegoric verse means that apart from gaining divine knowledge, there is no other 

way to come out of the cycle of rebirth since rolling up the space is impossible for any 

individual and birth in the world is nothing but pain. And further says - "When there 

is no darkness, then there is neither day nor night,· neither being nor non - being, only 

the auspicious one alone. That is imperishable, the adorable 1ight of savitr and the 

ancient wisdom proceeded from that"34 Thereby meaning that the true knowledge of 

30 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,l953), Brhadiiraoyaka, 
1.3.8, p 168 
31 lbid.,Chhiindogya, Vlll.l.6, p 493 
32 Ibid., Katha, 11.3.4, p642 
33 Ibid., Svetiisvatara, Vl.20, p748 
34 Ibid, IV.18. p736 
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::.div.iriity leads one beyond everything and., of cGurse, beyond the .pair of pleasure and 

. ,pain. And adds -

'!In 'the. vast brahma - wheel, which enlivens all thiJ:lgs, in which all rest, the soul 

.flutte~s·,about thinking that the self in him ·and the mover are different. Then when 

bles~ed :by him, he gains life etemal"35 Thus, immortality, that we all aspire for, 

.comes in mokSa which is gained by means of divine blessings . 

. ~arthe Brhadiira]Jyaka Upani$ad furthet adds-

'"The :briihmana ighmes one wh9 knows him different from the Self. The /cyatriya 

ignores one who knows him different from .the Self. The worlds ~gnore one who 

kn0ws ·him different from the Self. The gods ignore· one who knows him different 

from the Self. The beings ignore one who knows him different from the Self. All 

~gnor~1-one who knows him different from the Self. This briihmana, this /cyatriya, 

these worlds, these gods, these beings and this all are this Self."36 And therefore the 

realisation of the Self leads to the fulfilment of all desires. The same Upani$ad reads, 
. . 

regarding the state of Self- realization as - . 

"This, verily, is his form which is free from craving, free from evil, free from fear. As 

a man when in the embrace of his beloved wife knows nothing without or within, so 

<the ;person when in the embrace of intell~gent self knows nothing without or within. 

That, verily, is his form in which his desire is fulfilled, in which the self is his desire, 

in which he is without desire, free from any sorrow."37 And adds, "If a person knows 

theSelf as 'I am this', then wishing what; and for· the desire of what should he suffer 

in the body?"38 To this, .Chhiindogya Upani$ad adds -

:,''Fih.iHyone should enter in'tO' Q'iieselfa~d ,sin~ a praise meditating carefully on one's 
·' . ' . - . . 

··:de~ife. Quickly will be fulfilled· for .him the .desire, desiring which he may sing the 

.. :praise, yea, desiring which fre inay sing the praise."39 This im,plies that a liberated 

35 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani$ads (london: Geo'rge Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Svetiisvatara 1.6, 
p713 
36 ill)id., Brhadiiraoyaka, 11.4.6, p198, 
37 !lbid.,W.3:21, p262 
'
38 :1biCI., IV.4.12, p27.6 
;39!1bid~, Chiindogya, 1.3.12,p344 



person has no desire left to be satisfied and thereby all his sufferings end in this life 

itself. To this Mu~daka Upani$ad further adds -

"Whatever world a man of purified nature thinks of in his mind and whatever desires 

he desires, all these worlds and all these desires he attains. Therefore, let him who 

desires prosperity worship the knower of the self'40 Since we all ate _looking for 

happiness, consciously or unconsciously, we all are looking for Atman. The 

Brhadiirm;yaka Upani$ad reads as -

"Then he said, 'Verily not for the sake not o~ the husband is ~he husband dear b~t a 

husband is dear for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake ofthe wife is the wife 

dear but a wife is dear for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake of the sons are · 

the sons dear but sons are dear for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake of the 

brahminhood is brahminhood dear but brahminhood is dear for the sake of the Self. 

Verily not for the sake of ksatriyahood is ksatriyahood dear but a ksatriyaheod is dear 

for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake of worlds are the worlds dear but 

worlds are dear for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake of gods, are the gods 

dear but gods are dear for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake of beings are the 

beings dear but beings are dear for the sake of the Self. Verily not for the sake of all is 

all dear but all is dear for the sake of the Self. Verily, 0 Maitreyi, it is the Self that 

should be seen, heard of, reflected on and meditated upon. Verily by the seeing of, by 

the hearing of, by the thinking of, by the understanding of the Self, all this is 

known"41 Therefore aspiration of Moksa is not simply important but is essential for 

meaningful living. 

Regarding the nature of the liberated one, Chhiindogya Upani$ad says- "Just as (a 

ball of earth) striking against a solid rock is destroyed, so will one be destroyed who 

wishes evil to one who knows this, as also one who injures him, for he is a solid 

rock"42 meaning thereby that one who has attained mokSa turns immune to worldly 

hostilities. 

40 Ibid., Mur:ujaka, 111.1.10, p689 
41 Radhakrishnan,S, Principal Upani$ads {London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd. 1953) Brhadiiraoyaka, 
11.4.5, p197 
42 lbid.,Chiindogya, 1.2.8, p341 
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The same Upani$ad further reads as - ''Verily, for him, who knows thus, this mystic 

doctrine of·Brahma, the sun neither rises nor sets .. For him it is day forever."43 This 

primarily implies that one who comes to know the Ultimate Reality discovers it as the 

eternally ever- present truth. He does not get any new knowledge but rather gets rid 

of his temporary ignorance. 

Fulfilment of human life comes only with the attainment of mokSa. The Dharma, 

artha and kama trio does not lead to any end in itself. They grow meaningful only in 

the presence of the fourth puru$iirtha. But Dharma has a very important role to play 

in the attainment of ultimate freedom from the cycle of birth and death. Mold a cannot 

be attained by leading a life of weaknesses and errors. 

Mw:ujaka Upani$ad has very important remarks to make in this regard. It reads as -

"This self within the body, of the nature of light and pure, is attainable by truth, by 

austerity, by right knowledge, by the constant practice of chastity. Him the ascetics 

with their imperfections done away, behold."44 We had discussed the principles of 
\ 

Dharma, while discussing the first puru$artha. 'Here we can see that Dharma turns a 

prerequisite to tread the path of MokSa. The practice of Dharma purifies the mind and 

the Atman reveals itself once this purification is completed. The same Upani$ad reads 

as-

"The subtle self can be known by thought in which the senses in five different forms 

have centred. The whole of men's thought is pervaded by the senses. When it 

(thought) is purified, the self shines forth"45 But the noteworthy point here is that 

dharma itself does not lead to the end. As Mu1Jc!aka puts it -

''He is not grasped by the eye, nor even by speech nor by other sense -organs, nor by 

austerity nor by work, but when one's nature is purified by the light of knowledge 

then alone he, by meditation, sees Him who is without parts."46 It is only through 

subtle instrument of intuition that one grasps the Ultimate in meditation and not 

through gross exercises of the intellect. One needs to live a life of renunciation and 

43 
Ibid., 111.2.3, p386 

44
1bid.,Muop'aka, 111.1.5, p687 

45 
Ibid, 111.1.9, p688 

46 1bid, 111.1.8, p688 
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childlike simplicity in 'PFd~i itp attain .hig4er knowleqge. A .dialogue47 m 

Brahadarm;yaka Upani:)ad goe~Jike-

"Kahola Kau~Itakeya: Yajnava~ya explain to me the .Bt:ahman that is immediately 

present and di~ectly perceiv~ed/that :is :the ·self in all :thiags. 

Yajfiavalkya: This is your .self which is ih all things. 

Kahola Kau~Itakeya: ·wmc~ is <Within:an :things, Yajnav.alkya? · 

Yajfiavalkya: It is that whiCh tianste.nds hunger and :tQ:i~st, :sorrow a11d delusion, old 

age and death. The Brafimanas.,; haying known .that . self, .,ha..v,!rtg overcome the desire 

for sons, the desire for wea,1th, lh€; .desire for the worlds f0r bo.th these are but desires. . . . ( . . 

Therefore let a Brahmana_, after he has done with 1eaming, .desire to live as a child. 

When he has done (both) :with the 'State of childho:0d and with learning, then he 
. . 

becomes a silent meditatpr. Having .done with -(both) the meditative and non -

meditative states, then he becomes a Brahmana (a knower of Brahman). 

Kahola Kau~Itakeya: How does the Brahmana behave? 

Yaj:fiavalkya: Howsoever he may behave, he is such indeed. E~erything else is of evil. 

This dialogue explains the nature -of the enlightened per~on. He not only takes the life 

of simplicity but starts regarding all 0ther things as ·distraction and evil. 

One grasps everything by grasping the Divine knowledge. This is very· elaborately 

discussed in the Brhadiir:ar.zyaka :Upani:)ad. It reads as -

"As when a drum is beaten, one is not able to grasp the :external sounds, but by 

grasping the drum or the·heater ·of the drum the sound-~~- :gra~ped''48and adds -

"As when a conch is ~bloWn., ·~ne· :is i}ot able lo ·,!it~P .it}):~ ·~xt~m:a:i ·sounds, but by 

grasping .the con~h or tht(;b,~w.er ·.of.the conch th~-·sqicia; ii·,gr?.~p~(:f'49 ·and further·

says-

"As when a drum is beaten, <me is ,not able to grasp ~the :external -sounds, but by 
. . . I 

grasping the drum or the beater ·of:the dn:un the s~undis grasped~"50 Similarly when 

47 Brhadiiraf)yaka, 111.5.1, p220 
48 Radhakrishnan, S, Principa/(Jpani$ads (London: Geo~ge Allen & Unwin Ltd.~1953), Brhadiiraf)yaka, 
11.4.7, p198 
49 1bid, 11.4.8, p199 
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the divine knowledge dawns the other sources of external knowledge turns 

insignificant. It is like when vast areas including villages and paddy fields get 

immersed in flood, the small sources of water gets mingled with it and, losing its own 

identity as a water source, becomes a part of the vast expense of water. The Upani$ad 

further says -

"As from a lighted fire laid with diunp fuel, various (clouds of) smoke issue forth, 

even so my dear, the ]J..g Veda, the Yajur Veda, the Siima Veda, Atahrvangirasa, 

history, ancient lore, sciences, Upani$ads, verses, .aphorism, explanations and 

commentaries. From this, indeed, are all these breathed forth"51 

This gives us the pictuie of the nature of the Divine knowledge. The Divine is the 

source of all knowledge. It is the source of all creativity and wisdom. For a person, 

having firsthand experience of the Divine, all these become intelligible. Later we 

read-

"As the ocean is the one goal (uniting place) of all waters, as the skin is the one goal 

of all kinds of touch, as the nostrils are the one goal of all kinds of smells, as the 

tongue is the one goal of all tastes, as the eye is the one goal of all forms, as the ear is 

the one goal of all sounds, as the mind is the one goal of all determinations, as the 

heart is the one goal of all forms of knowledge, as the hands are the goal of all acts, as 

the organs of generation is the one goal of all kinds of enjoyments, as the excretory 

organ is the one goal of all evacuations, as the feet are the one goal of all movements, 

as the speech is the one goal of all vedas. "52 Similarly all the human activities are . 

unconsciously directed towards. that Divine which leads to light, to knowledge, to 

peace, to enlightenment, to rest, to MokSa. 

These two concepts of Abhyudaya and Nihsreyasa summarize the whole concept 

Upani$adic ethics centred on the Self. The discourse, in essence, arises from the 

KaJha Upani$adic dialogue between 'Naciketa and Yama. The dialogue talks about 

preyas and sreyas. Sreyas stands for the preferable, those which give permanent joy 

50 
Ibid, 11.4.9, p199 

51 Ibid, 11.4.10, p199 
52 Radhakrishnan, S, Principal Upani!jads (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,1953) Brhadaraoyaka 
11.4.11, p199 
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and preyas for the pleasurable, those which lead to temporary happiness. The dialogue 

goes as-

"The preferable is different in.deed; .and so indeed the pleasurable different. These 

two, serving divergent purposes, (as they do), bind man. Good befalls him who accept 

the preferable among these two .. He who selects the pleasurable, falls from the true 

end"53
. and further adds -

"The preferable and the pleasurable approach man. The man of intelligence, having 

coQ.sideted them, separates the two. The intelligent one selects the electable in 

preference to the delectable; the non - intelligent one selects the delectable for the 

sake of growth and protection (of the body etc.)."54 

The whole discourse of dharma is to shift human beings from preyas to sreyas. The 

attempt is to help man lead from lower to the greater kind of happiness. It is not 

simply an attitude of indifference towards the worldly life but a more comprehensive 

and holistic approach towards it. Within the concept of Abhyudaya, kiima and artha 

leads man to preyas when looked through the prism and practiced within the 

periphery of dharma. We need to train our mind to reject petty small pleasures just 

not for the sake of rejecting it but for attaining higher happiness. 

But simply aspiring for higher happiness is not enough since any happiness coming 

within the frame of Abhyudaya is worldly and by nature is perishable. Thus we need 

to go beyond the pair of pleasure and pain which is called Nihsreyas. Katha Upani$ad 

says-

"The intelligent man gives up.happiness and sorrow by developing concentration of 

mind on the Self and thereby meditating on· the old Deity who is inscrutable, lodged 

inaccessibly, located in the intellect, and seated in the midst of misery."55 

53 Eight Upanisads, VG/.1 with Commentary of Sankaracarya, trans. Swami Gambhirananda (Kolkata: 
Advaita Ashram,2008),Katha; 1.2.1, pl31 
54 lbid.Katha, 1.2.2, p132 
55 Ibid:, 1.2.12, p145 
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The intelligent man, knowing the limitation of Sreyas even aspires to go beyond. 

Now, the true knowledge of the Self leads one to MokSa. This is the state of 

fulfilment. Thus we may say that, in gist, the ethical discourse in the major Upani$ads 

chalks out a plan to move from preyas to sreyas and finally ends up in NihSreyas and 

since Self- knowledge leads to that state, Self becomes the locus of all puru$arthas. 

The problem of value is probably the most difficult of all the existing problems in the 

realm of Philosophy. This is because we can afford to neglect Metaphysics if we are 

not interested in the ultimate reality and are happy with our so called immediate 

reality. Epistemology also can be overlooked, in its great detail, if immediate 

knowledge ·Of the objects of this world satisfies our quench for knowledge of 

knowledge. But we can't afford to neglect the problem of Ethics i.e. the problem of 

values since our life is full of choices. Our value - system decides all our choices. 

Apart from that, in order to run institutions of all kinds starting from family to the 

nation state we need to have a well - formed system of values. No one can afford to 

neglect the problem of values since it governs every step of our life. We decide our 

values taking them from various sources, from our family, culture, education etc. 

The problem of value turns ·out to be very difficult due to the relativity factor involved 

with it. Every culture has its own value - system. So values change from place to 

place. Then from time to time also, values have changed in every culture. Therefore 

the biggest problem is to find an objective standard for morality. 

Some philosophers have thought that though it is very difficult to find moral 

objectivity, there are some eternal values of any changing society. There are some 

values like truthfulness and integrity which are simply not relative to culture but go 

beyond the cultural boundaries. And therefore we need to cultivate those values. But 

this also does not give a solid foundation to any system of values since we can't 

accept a value just because it is practised in most of the societies in the world or 

simply since they have been practised for a prolonged period of time. 

Some of the values like the food habit and clothing are bound to different and vary 

from place to place since they depend mainly upon the geographical set - up and 

natural conditions. We cannot decide on objectivity of values just based on numbers. 

But can we think of a set of values which go beyond these limitations and can be 
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entertained based on some metaphysical foundation and not simply upon the number 

of societies that practise them or based on the period of time they have been 

practised? I have tried to examine this problem of values in the light of Vedanta. It 

appears that the epistemology of Vedanta and metaphysics propounded by it has 

important implications to this problem of values. 

To read the implications of Advaita Vedantic Metaphysics, in the realm of Ethics, we 

must understand Advaita in terms of the three layers of reality that they talk. 

Satikaracarya says that there are three kinds of sattas or realities as a whole -

Pratibhasika, Vyvaharika and Paramarthika. 

Priitibhasika is the layer of dreams, illusions and hallucinations. This layer appears to 

be unreal from the Vyavaharika satta or the practical layer. None of us generally 

entertain that layer as real. But Vedanta maintains that pratibhasika layer is not 

absolutely unreal. This is exemplified by the rope - snake illusion in Advaita Vedanta. 

When we sometime see a rope in dim light, we start entertaining it as a snake. But 

after a close examination, when we discover that the there is no snake but only a rope, 

our behaviour changes. Yet we can't say that the snake was absolutely unreal since 

we had a 'real' kind of experience of the same. So is the case with the Pratibhasika 

layer some kind of relative reality is there. Similarly only when dream experience 

comes to an end with awakening, we say that the dream was unreal. There is no scope 

of doubting dream during the experience of the same. Thus Pratibhasika is unreal 

only from the Vyavaharika or some other plane. 

Vyavaharika is the layer of our day - to - day mundane existence. Most of us 

entertain this to be 'the real' layer of existence. A common man never doubts the 

existence of the external world. We eat, drink, discuss philosophy and struggle for 

ethics only in this layer. Now Advaita Vedanta says that even this layer is also not the 

final. This layer is also relative and Unreal with respect a final layer called 

Paramarthika. Paramarthika is Absolute in nature. Now in this layer everything is 

One. Brahman alone remains. There is no dualism of any kind in this layer. The most 

important point to note is that the perfect Advaita, which Advaita Vedanta has got its 

name from, exists only in this layer. There is dualism and in fact hardcore dualism in 

the other two layers. 
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Now it is very evident that in the paramarthika plane, where everything and being 

becomes One, can be seen as the metaphysical foundation of all our basic values. 

According to this position, we all are finally connected to each other on the third 

plane of existence. I am one with the whole universe. Therefore when I try to cheat 

someone, say by telling a lie, I actually cheat myself. If Karma theory is applied here, 

which Vedanta very cordially accepts, the result of all my actions will definitely come 

back to me in the due course oftime. Similarly when I help a needy person in the 

hours of distress, the perfect result will come to me since in helping him, actually I 

help myself. When I give love to someone, this is bound to come back to me, could be 

through a different channel or agent on the Vyavaharika plane, We can see a very 

solid metaphysical foundation of the essential values entertained, in global context, by 

different societies of the world. 

Most of the religions of the world talk about the same set of values in different 

languages. The Yama- Niyamas of the Yoga in Hinduism and the Panca mahiibratas 

of Jainism comprising of satya(truthfulness), iisteya (non- stealing), ahimsa (non

injury), aparigraha (non- possession) etc., the ten commandments of Christianity, 

The Astangika Marga of Buddhism like Samyak Darsan, Samyak smikalpa etc., the 

essentials of the five pillars of Islam like zakat, roza etc. do have all these values in 

common and we can see Vedantic Oneness as the substratum of all these value -

systems. Every essential human value has a justification in the Advaitic scheme of 

thought. 

Upani$ads also have a very great discourse to give about values. This is reflected in 

many passages in Upani$ads. Here we can see that satyam or truth is included in the 

essence of the Supreme. And therefore, in the discourse of dharma, truthfulness 

acquires the highest status. " 

We find, therefore, in the same Upani$ad, a passage where truthfulness is primarily 

instructed by a teacher to his outgoing student along with a prescription for the 

righteous way of life. 

If we analyse all these prescribed values, we will see that they can all be justified in 

the oneness of the Advaita Vedanta. And within the four walls of Dharma, Vedanta 
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permits everyone to enjoy his life with artha i.e. material wealth and kama or sensual 

pleasures. 

Now the same plane of oneness can be used to justify military ethics also. Every 

religion has at some or the other point of time prescribed war as a means of 

protection. The philosophy of the Bhagawat Geeta and the ,Philosophy of Zihad in 

Islam can be sighted as two classical examples. At times, when an organ of our body 

degenerates due to some incurable disease, we chop that organ :off in order to protect 

the rest of the body. Similarly, when some people become :almost intolerable for 

humanity, they need to be eliminated for the protection of the lager interest of the 

society. So Vedanta and Geeta does not iule out capital punishment in spite of the 

oneness that it preaches. 

Now since positive values have been described and justified in the advaitic scheme 

we need to look at the problem of negative values. If everything is pervaded by 

Brahman, if human nature is basically Divine, why do we come across so much of 

evil in this world. Advaita Vedanta can be explained in a very interesting way in this 

regard. For this, the Shada ripus or six negative qualities viz. Kiima or desire, krodha 

or anger, lobha or greed, moha or infatuation, mada or pride and miitsarya or jelousy 

can be taken up for examination. Traditionally these are thought {s the genesis of all 

evils. 

Human nature is basically divine, but the problem is that he is not aware of his 

divinity. Ego or emp_irical self is a part of the Brahman and it wants to go back to its 

original source. Brahman is all-blissfull, all- pervading and supreme consciousness. 

Therefore ego is all the time after happiness and wants to be Supreme in all respects. 
. . . 

But instead of looking for this experience, mming inward, in the self, man looks for 

this experience intheworld outside. He looks for happiness in the worldly objects and 

wants to grow big in his society. But none of the external object makes him perfectly 

happy. 

Now, for instance, what is lobha? Ego looks for more and more to go back to the 

supreme state. Since he does not know how to reach there, he attempts to gain it by 

more and more worldly objects. With his experience of limited happiness with certain 
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objects, he suffers from the illusion·;tha:t he would.gain more :and more happiness with 

more and more. objects .. In this ·pr.bcess :he ·:fails ;to :discriminate· between right arid 
. . 

wrong and his ignorance becomes.:his vice. The .:same thing can be said about all other 
. . . 

vices. · Since ego originates ·from. ,supreme Brahman, the narure of Brahman gets 

reflected in ego. He is alway busy +n. establishing '~is supremacy." And he can't accept 

if somebody sur.P,asses him in,~riy..¢9mpetitioll. When this feeling grows very strong, 

we call :it Matsarya orjelo1,1sy. 

Thus all vices can be understood as~ a .form of ignoranc~ .in a,dvaita. When ignorance is 

removed man gajns proper dir~c.ti<:>ps to put .his efforts and gives up his .vices. But 

even during his ignorance, he ·.unconsciously .looks for the supreme advaitic ... 
experience which will make him perfectly happy. 

That's why Katha Upani$ad brings a distinction between preyas and sreyas. Preyas is 

the source of transitory and Sreyas is that of perpetual joy. One should go for the 

eternal and abandon the ephemeral. The way of evil is mistaking preyas as sreyas. 

That is just a result of confusion :and to remove it one needs to learn Vedanta and look · 

at its applied side. That is the whole of the value - discourse in the Vedanta. The 

final joy is in realizing oneness with the whole cosmos. That leads one to perfect . 
fulfilment. But that has to be realized by means of practising some values and very 

interestingly all those values can 'be justified lbased on the oneness. which is the 

genesis of that fulfilment. 

In this chapter, I have discussed ·the ·~thical :aspect ,of :the Atman as discussed in the 

major Upani$ads. The conpepts o[Abhyzidaya and :NihSreyasa.have been taken up in 
. . 

detail. In Abhyudaya, I -have .. c()y~red ~hci~ma; }j,<ntha · and . J(am·a., . whereas in . 

Nihsreyasa, Mok!;a has been·.tak.en;'l1;IJ. Various hi.eani11gs ofDhaiwna.andthe ideas of

Artha and Kama as discussed With~~ nli.CZrma :have been 'e~plored. Mold a has been 

taken up as the end of aH, signifying ful:filfuent and the role of Seif ~ knowledge in 

attaining the same has been enumerated. As a who1e the meaning .of·all puru$a'rthas 

have been discussed and the Se1fh.as been established:as their locus. 
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Conclusion 

The problem of self and the issues related with it is probably as old as the discipline 

of philosophy itself. In Upani$adic context, self, in the greater number of occasions, 

have been seen as a principle separate from the mind. Upani$ads obviously maintain 

the distinction between mind and self. Thus we have two distinct words manas and 

Atman for the both respectively. 

But there is no unanimity, among commentators, regarding the nature of Atman as 

described in the Upani$ad. This has happened primarily due to various conflicting 

passages present in the texts of the Upani$ads. In spite of these differences, there are 

certain basic points commonly accepted by all in describing the self as being. 

Upani$ads expound three dimensions v1z. ontological, metaphysical and 

psychological in its doctrine of self as being. Upani$ad like Taittirzya have dived into 

the ontological aspect of it. and Chhandogya has talked about the Psychological 

aspect.· 

In its ontological exposition, self is described as a combination of five layers. The first 

one is annamaya kosa or the food layer. This represents our physical body. 

Pranamaya kosa is the second layer which signifies the sheath of the vital energy. 

Vital energy finds its grossest expression in our breath. The third layer is the 

manomaya kosa signifying our· mind. It acts as the source of our will, emotions and 

imaginations. The fourth layer is the vijfiamaya kosa which is the seat of our 

intelligence. And the last ontological layer is anandamaya kosa representing the 

blissful aspect of being or existence. All th~se put together form the structure of the 

self in the ontological sense. 

In the metaphysical description, self in Up ani$ ads, has been described in terms of 

three concepts. It is called Sat- Cit- Ananda svarupa. Thu~ it points to the nature of 

the self as Absolute Existence, Absolute consciousness and Absolute bliss. The self is 

eternal, imperishable and is the source of all bliss. Thus the attainment of true 

knowledge of the self reveals itself as the spring of perennial source of joy. 
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In the third ie. the psycholo,gicaLdimension, it is depicted as the basis of tbree.known 

states of mundane consciousness viz. waking, ·"dream and deep sleep. Atman, 

accordin.g to Upani$ads is the substratum ~fall these. Upani$ads call that state Turfya 

in which one goes beyond all these three states to realize the Atman as the ultimate 

truth. 

The debate between the Vedan_tins seems to be inconclusive. B.ut when we closely 

examine the text of the ·upani$ads, we fmd .that Saftkara is probably the best 

interpreter of the texts. This .is primarily because if we want to accommodate all the 

~spects ofthe self, Ramanuja somehow seems to be incomplete. 

First of all though at various places, Upani$ads put the Ultimate as sagw:za, at places 

it is nirgw:za as well. Ramanuja and for that matter aU the Vai$nava Vediintins have 

confined themselves to sagw:za aspect only. But in :Sankara's philosophy we find that 

he has accommodated both the concept of sagw:za and nirgw:za. He has accepted that 

sagw:za aspect of Brahman, in the form of lsvara, is possible as a reflection ofitself in 

maya. Both are there and both are real in. their own reabn. 

Then regarding :the dualism of Artman, Sailkara, does not reject dualism at the 

vyavahiirika leveL Upani$adic passages are not only dualistic but also monistic. Only 

Sailkara seems to have taken both the points, dualism and Monism, clearly and 

coherently. The oneness is .an aspect ·discussed in the Upani$ads which Vai$navas 

haven't touched at all. 

Vai$navas have identified tQe ultimate reality with :Vi$nu. They refer to Svetasvatara 

Upani$ad, time and again; Jor the::Support of the ·dualistic theory they propagate. I . . ~ ' . ·. .. . .. 

have already mentioned -~h~ position-.of svetasvaiafd)n describing the Ultimate. 1t 

talks aboutthree ultimate. principle~ t~ b.e kno~ i:iltint~~ejy. But :the noteworthy point 
~ .. . . ·. 

here remains is that this Vpa1ti$_ad ·finally identifies the Ultimate with Siva. This 

creates gn~at problem for ·Vai$navas .. It does not .seem that one of those Upani$ad 

which tlJ,ey gteatly rely on to j11stify their theory :does not identify the real with the 

Vedic God Vi$nu :but with another God Siva. This \Can ibe also read as an implication 

that the names given to the Ultimate by the Upani$ads are symbolic since there are 

many names of Gods ·Used ·in various places and ·c;:v:¢cywhere :that Vedic or Puranic . 
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God has been given the Supreme status. The idea of identifying the supreme with 

Vi,Jnu is purely an .element taken from Bhagavat Purana and from the Upani,Jads 

stand it looks like identification ·Of the Supreme with its symbol. 

Vai,Jnavas have not .talked about any possibility of knowing the Supreme before 

death. But Upani,Jads ·do not take this exclusive stand. There are many passages in 

Upani,Jads which talk about possibility of Supreme knowledge before death. There 
. . 

are slokas whiCh seem to show a fusion ofhorizons even. In Katha Upanisad, 

Heaven, which Satikarawill not probably use to describe the Ultimate, and attainment 

of the same before dea:th which Ramanuja will not accept, come togetherin order to .. 

fuse two different philosophical positions. 

One need not give 11P his body in order to attain the Supreme knowledge. The final 

release, of course, comes with the shedding of the body which Sailkara does not reject 

as such. As I mentioned earlier, he treats the body of a }ivan - mukta as a slough cast 

off by a snake on an ant hill. This remains so long as the whole karma, related to the 

body, is not exhausted. Once the body falls, the Ultimate is attained. 

This gives us an impression that Sailkara has given the best interpretation of the 

Upani,Jad. But that is not the perfect ~ruth. Throughout his writings he kept on 

insisting that Jfiana is the only way to the Ultimate. Karma and bhakti are subsidiary 

ways and can act oniy as a support. But a careful study of the Upani,Jads reveal that 

they are neither devoid of bhakti or karma nor do they put them as subsidiaries to 

jfiana. 

-
We can see the ,presence of bhakti and how karma has been. depicted as the only 

means to get rid of ~he karmabandhana in the Upani.Jads. Thus one can say that 

Sailkara's monistic w~y of looking at the Atman and accommodation of dualistic 

theories as secondary .is probably the most exhaustive way of describing the nature of 

Atman as described in the Upani,Jads. But his theory is acceptable only with certain 

modificatiot;ts. 
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The next problem dealt in my work was epistemological and logical. First of all 

Upani$ads refutes the sceptic position of 'no - self and establishes the presence of a 

constant principle which becomes the basis of morality and its agency. 

There are, as a whole, six pramiinas in Indian Philosophy. In order, they can be put as 

- pratya/cyri, anumiina, upamiina, anupalabdhi and arthiipatti. Vediinta accepts all 

these pramiinas as valid but the problem that we had faced was - these pramiinas are 

useful only in knowing the objective world. But the self is not any object of 

knowledge. It is the eternal subject or the ultimate knower. So the applicable 

epistemological category to know the self is not within these six. 

From the discussion in the second chapter, it is very clear that mere intellect would be 

lame to enable us to realise pure Self- consciousness. Thus pure Self- consciousness 

cannot be known but can be realised. It is not an object of knowledge but rather a 

subject of self- realization. And this pure self- consciousness could only be reached 

in a state of mystic realisation. 

Given the limitations of the Pramiinas like perception, inference etc. for gaining the 

knowledge of the self, Upani$adic seer's therefore draw a distinction between Aparii 

Vidyii and Parii Vidyii i.e. between lower and higher knowledge. The true nature is 

revealed by a different mechanism of intuitive self - realization. That altogether is a 

special epistemological c-ategory by itself which reveals the Self to itself. It is thus 

that we find in the various Upani$ads mystical intimations of the realisation of the 

Self, which are hidden likejewels beneath an intellectual exterior, and which he alone 

who has .the eye for them can discern to be of immeasurable value. 

The last ,aspeCt l\Vhich Upani$ads reveal to us regarding self is ethical. Upani$ads 

expound a two tier value -system of Abhyudaya and Nihsreyasa. The first comprising 

of Dharma, A-ttha, Kiima and the last consisting of MokSa. 

As discussed in the third chapter, dharma, having its genesis in ]!.ta, stands for the 

principles of righteousness. There is, in the Upani$adic context, one more dimension 

of Dharma which corresponds to one's duty according to his or her station in life. 

This duty is relatedto ones varna (caste)and iisrama (stqge in life). The former is 
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called varnadharma and the latter asramadharma. Varna refers to one's caste. Here 

caste stands for in - born natural tendencies. Scriptures discuss four castes -

Brahman, Ksatriya, Vaisya and Sudra. Artha is the second of the puru$arthas. This 

Sanskrit term primarily stands for meaning and material wealth. Thus the second goal 

of human life is to earn material wealth. But earned material wealth does not become 

artha by itself. The wealth becomes artha only when it is earned through proper way 

and used for the right purposes. 

Kama stands for desire and enjoyment. In the context of the Puru$arthas, it also 

means ple~sure and includes pleasures of senses, mind, sex and aesthetic enjoyments 

of life. There has been a charge on Indian Philosophy of being escapist or 'other 

worldly' by nature. Those who label these charges probably are not aware of the 

scheme of puru$arthas that Indian Philosophy propagates. The inclusion of artha and 

kama signifies the due importance that Indian culture attaches to the worldly life. 

The fourth puru$artha, mokSa, has been discussed most extensively in the major 

Upani$ads. MokSa comes from the root muc meaning 'let loose or let go'. Thus mold a 

stands for release. This is release from the cycle of birth and death and a consequent 

cessation of the concomitant suffering. This can probably be treated as the most 

important of all puru$arthas since liberation of the individual from the cycle of 

rebirth, according to Upani$ads, is the ultimate purpose of existence. 

Again these values have to be practiced in the four stages of life viz. Brahmacarya, 

Grhastha, Vanaprastha and Sannyasa. In the first stage i.e. in brahmacarya the first 

value Dharma has to be practised. It will be followed by the practice of dharma, artha 

_and kama in the subsequent two stages of grhastha and vanaprastha. The last stage of 

sannyasa will be centred on dharma and mokSa. 

MokSa - the fourth puru$artha becomes the bottom line of all the puru$atrhas and 

asramas because it signifies fulfilment and this sense of fulfilment is the driving force 

of all activities. Thereby the self becomes the locus of all puru$arthas since it is only 

through self- knowledge one comes to get liberation. Therefore we find that the self 

is the subject of Dharma, Artha and Kama. 
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The problem of value turns out to be very difficult due to the relativity factor involved 

with it. Every culture has its own value - system. So values change from place to 

place. Then from time to time also, values have changed in every culture. Therefore 

the biggest problem is to find an objective standard for morality. 

Since we saw that Sankara's metaphysical scheme describes Upani$adic philosophy 

in the best possible way, this gives us a metaphysical foundation for our value -

system. To read the implications of Sankara' s Metaphysics, in the realm of Ethics, we 

must understand Advaita in terms of the three layers of reality that they talk. 

Sankaracarya says that there are three kinds of sattas or realities as a· whole -

Pratibhasika, Vyvaharika and Paramarthika. 

When we look into these three, as I have discussed in the third chapter, it is very 

evident that in the paramarthika plane, where everything and being becomes One, can 

be seen as the metaphysical foundation of all our basic values. According to this 

position, we all are finally connected to each other on the third plane of existence. I 

am one with the whole universe. Therefore when I try to cheat someone, say by 

telling a lie, I actually cheat myself. If Karma theory is applied here, which Vedanta 

very cordially accepts, the result of all my actions will definitely come back to me in 

the due course of time. Similarly when I help a needy person in the hours of distress, 

the perfect result will come to me since in helping him, actually I help myself. When I 

give love to someone, this is bound to come back to me, could be t~ough a different 

channel or agent on the Vyavaharika plane, We can see a very solid metaphysical 

foundation of the essential values entertained, in global context, by different societies 

of the world. 

Most of the religions of the world talk about the same set of values in different 

languages. The Yama -Niyamas ofthe Yoga in Hinduism and the Panca mahabratas 

of Jainism comprising of satya(truthfulness), asteya (non- stealing), ahimsa (non

injury), aparigraha (non- possession) etc., the ten commandments of Christianity, 

The Astangika Marga of Buddhism like Samyak Darsan, Samyak sankalpa etc., the 

essentials of the five pillars of Islam like zakat, roza etc. do have all these values in 

common and we can see Vedantic Oneness as the substratum of all these value -
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systems. -Every essential human value has a justification in the Advaitic scheme of 

thought. 

Upani$ads .also have a very great ,discourse to give about values. We find, therefore, 
. I . 

in the same Upani$ad, a passage where truthfulness is primarily instructed by a 

teacher to his outgoing student al<:mg with a prescription for the righteous way of life. 

If we analyse all these prescribed values; we will see that they can all be justified in 

· the oneness ·of the Advaita Vedanta. Artd within the four walls of Dharma, Vedanta 

permits everyone to enjoy his life with artha i.e. material wealth and kama or sensual 
' . . 

pleasures. 

Now .the .same plane of oneness can be used to justify military ethics also. Every 

needs war, at some or· the other point of time, as a means of protection. At times, 

when. an organ of our body degenerates due to some incurable disease, we chop that 

organ off in order to protect the rest .of the body. Similarly, when some people 

become almost intolerable for humanity, they need'to be eliminated for the protection 

of the lager interest of the society. So Vedanta and Upani$ads do not rule out capital 

punishment in spite of the oneness that it preaches. 

Now since positive values have beeri described and justified in the advaitic scheme 

we need to look at the problem of :negative values. If everything is pervaded by 

Brahman, ·if human nature is basicaHy·Divine, why do we come across so much of 

evil in this world. We have seen that Advaita Vedanta, within its metaphysics, have a 

very logical ·explanation iii this .regard. 

Human ·nature is basically ·divine, but,the problem is that he is not aware of his 
. •; . . . . 

. ·. divinity.'~Ego ·or empirical.sel.f:is a·part ofthe Brahman and it wants ..to .go back to its 

original sourpe. Brahman is ·all-::blis~full, all-: pel"Vading and supreme consciousness. 

Thetefote ego is all the time after ha,ppin~ss and wants to be Supreme in all respects. 

But instead .of looking for ·this ex,perience, turning inward, in the self, man looks for 

this experience in the world outside. He looks for happiness in the worldly objects and 

wants to grow big in his society. But none of the external object makes him perfectly 

happy. 
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Thus all vtces can be understood as a form of ignorance in Upa$isads. When 

ignorance is removed man gains proper directions to put his efforts and gives up his 

vices. But even during his ign.orance, he unconsciously looks for the supreme advaitic 

experience which will make him perfectly happy. 

Finally we may say that all the major Upani$ads exhaust themselves in describing the 

true nature Of the self. Ordinarily we all believe that there is a self in us or it would 

rather be contradictory to say that I do not exit. Even materialists like Charvakas also 

have accepted the existence of the self; of course, as a by - product of matter. But we 

know ourselves to be very painful, limited and fl?._9_r1:al beings. W_e look for happiness 

in the objects of the world outside. Every human being aimlessly wonders around 

seeking for happiness and satisfaction. We spend our entire life seeking for security 

and safety from all known and unknown dangers. 

Here comes the great contribution of. the Upani$ads in understanding and revealing 

the true nature of the self. The Upani$ads maintain that Atman is Sat- Cit_: Ananda, 

meaning thereby that it is the Existence - Knowledge - Bliss Absolute. Thus all that 

human beings are looking for in the outer world actually lies within. The realization 

of the true nature of the self makes one aware of his etemality and probably makes 

him feel the most secure. The lifelong wondering for happiness ends with this 

realization. 

, Existence in this world is synonymous with pain according to philosophers like 

Buddha. By that of course he does not deny that there is happiness in the world but all 

those pleasures are, according to him, fraught with pain. Upani$ads provide a 

blueprint to get rid of this painful existence. Self - knowledge ends this painful 

existence. Thus this knowledgeis supreme and its supremacy js revealed to us by the 

Upani$ads. 
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