
GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

THE VEDAS are the basic scriptures of the Hindus and their highest 
authority in all matters pertaining to religion and philosophy. They are, 
moreover, the earliest extant Indo-Aryan literary monuments. The 
Hindus regard them as eternal, without beginning, without human 
authorship. The primary meaning of the name Veda is Knowledge, 
super-sensuous wisdom. The secondary reference is to the words in 
which that Knowledge is embodied. And so the term Veda denotes not 
only the orthodox religious and philosophical wisdom of India, but also 
the books in which the earliest utterances of that wisdom are preserved. 
The Hindus look upon these books with the highest reverence. They 
are known as the Word-Brahman, the Sabda-Brahma. 

Knowledge is of two kinds. The Jlrst is derived from the sense-organs 
and corroborated by various evidences based upon the experiences of 
the sense-organs. This is the fonn of knowledge that falls within the 
scope of the physical sciences. The second, however, is transcendent and 
is realized through the mental and spiritual discipline of yoga. This is 
the subject matter of the Vedas. According to Patanjali, the tmdi­
tional master of the yoga doctrine, it is not the words of the Vedas 
that are eternal, but the Knowledge or ideas conveyed through them. 
This Knowledge, also called the Sphota, has existed always. At the con­
clusion of a cycle both the Sphota and the created universe merge in 
the undifferentiated causal state, and at the beginning of the new cycle 
the two together again become manifest. The Lord brings forth the 
universe with the help of the Knowledge of the Vedas. He Himself 
utters the words that express this Knowledge and confers upon them 
their appropriate meanings. That is to say, it is the Lord, the Creator 
of the universe, who has detennined the precise meaning that is to be 
attached to every Vedic word. He is the first teacher of Vedic truth. 
Though the words may be different in different cycles, the ideas con­
veyed through them remain unaltemble: no human intellect can inter­
fere with them. According to Vedanta, the words of the Vedas come 
from the Lord spontaneously, like a man's breathing. 
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The Mundaka Upanishad commences with the statement that, in the 
beginning of the cycle, the Lord taught the Vedas through Brahmi, the 
first created being. According to the Puriinas, Brahma had been absorbed 
in meditation on the Supreme Lord, when, through the Lord's grace, 
there arose in his heart an indistinct sound. This was followed by the 
sound Om, the Sound-Brahman, which is the essence of the Vedic wis­
dom. Then this sacred syllable transformed itself into the various vowels 
and consonants of the alphabet. With their assistance BrahmS uttered 
words, and these are what became known to the world as the Vedas. 
He taught the Vedas to his disciples Marichi, Atri, Angira, and others, 
and thus mankind came to possess the Vedic revelation. 

The Vedas are called Sruti (from §ru, to hear), since they were handed 
down orally from teacher to disciple. The Hindus did not at first com­
mit them to writing. Either writing was unknown to them at that early 
period of history or they considered the words of the Vedas too sacred 
to set down, Written words become the common property of all, 
whereas the Vedas were to be studied only by those who had been 
initiated by a qualified teacher. Such was the high esteem in which 
the Hindus held the words that they did not make the slightest 
change even in the pronunciation while passing them on from gen· 
eration to generation. Hence, though committed to writing only many 
centuries after their composition, the Vedas as we now possess them 
contain the exact words and ideas that were known to the most 
ancient Hindus. 

THE DIVISIONS OF THE VEDAS 
The Vedas have been divided in various ways. The two most general 

divisions according to subject matter are known as the Karmakinda 
and Jninakinda. The first deals with karma, ritualistic action, sacrifices, 
etc., the purpose of which is the attainment of material prosperity here 
on earth and felicity in heaven after death. The second is concerned 
with the Knowledge through which one is liberated from ignorance and 
enabled to realize the Highest Good 

In the Puranas it is stated that Vylisa was commanded by Brahmi 
to make a compilation of the Vedas. Vyasa is reputed to be the author 
of the Mahabharata, of which the Bhagavad Gita forms 9. pan.1 He 

1 The authorship of several Hindu scriptures Is ascribed to Vyasa. Either 
there was more than one Vyiisa. or other Indian writers, following a well­
known custom by means of which importance was often given to books in 
ancient timeB, published or circulated their own works under the name of this 
great philosopher. 
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lived at the time of the h<ude of Kurokshetra. With the help of four 
disciples, so the tradition goes, this great saint and poet arranged the 
Vedas ill four books, namely, the Rik, Yajur, Saman, and Atharva. He 
was thus the classifier of the Vedas, though not their author. For many 
centuries before his time the Vedas had been known and their injunc­
tions had formed the basis of all Hindu philosophic thought and all 
br3hminical ceremonial. But the texts had not existed in a systematic 
fonn. They had been revealed by the Lord to certain holy men of the 
remote past who had purified their minds by the practice of such 
spiritual disciplines as self-control and concentration-the great teachers 
known as the rishis, or seers of truth. The Vedas name both men and 
women among the rishis. 

Vyasa compiled the Rig-Veda by collecting the riks. Of the si'imans 
he composed the Sama-Veda, while the Yajur-Veda he composed of 
yajus. The Rig-Veda, which may be called a book of chants, is set to 
certain fixed melodies. The Sama-Veda has no independent value; for 
it consists.mostly of stanzas from the Rig-Veda. The arrangement of 
its verses is solely with reference to their place and use in the Soma· 
sacrifice, The Yajur-Veda contains, in addition to verses taken from 
the Rig-Veda, many original prose formulas which may be called 
sacrificial prayers.2 The Atharva-Veda consists of a special class of 
Vedic texts known as chhandas. These deal with spells, incantations, 
and kingly duties, as well as exalted spiritual truths. Western scholars 
sometimes exclude this compilation from their consideration of the 
Vedas; but according to the Hindu view it definitely belongs among 
them, The name Trayi, or Triad, often used to denote the Vedas, is 
collectively apPlied to the Rig-Veda, the Si'ima-Veda, and the Yajur­
Veda, the Atharva-Veda being excluded from the Triad because it has 
no application to sacrificial actions. Nevertheless, one of the four priests 
officiating in all Vedic sacrifices had to be thoroughly versed in the 
chhandas. 

Each of the four Vedas falls into two sections: Mantra and Brahman a. 
The Mantra is also called the Samhiti'i (from sam, together, and hita, 
put), which means, literally, a collection of hymns, or mantras, used 
in the sacrifices. The offering of oblations for the propitiation of the 
devatas, or deities, is termed the sacrifice, or yajna. This was a highly 
important ceremony through which the ancient lndo-Aryans com· 
muned with the gods, or higher powers. The Mantra comprises the 

2 See S. N. Dasgupta, History of Indian PhiZ=phy, Vol. I, p. 12. Cambridge, 
London 1932. 
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prayers and hymns, while the Brahmana contains the rules and regula­
tions for the sacrilices, deals with their accessories, and also reveals 
the meaning of the Mantra, which otherwise would remain obscure. 
Therefore both the Mantra and the Briihmana were indispensable for 
the orthodox worship and propitiation of the gods, 

A further development of the Brahmana, and included therein, was 
the Aranyaka, the so-called "forest treatise." This was intended for 
those people who had retired into the forest in accordance with the 
ideal of the third stage of life, and were consequently unable to perform 
in the usual way the sacrifices obligatory for aU twice-born housc­
holders.8 The sacrifices required many articles and accessories impossible 
to procure in the forest. Hence the Aranyaka prescribes symbolic wor­
ship and describes various meditations that were to be used as substi­
tutes for an actual sacrifice. To give an illustration from the first chapter 
of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad: instead of actually performing the 
Vedic Horse-sacrifice (A§vamedha), the forest~weller was to meditate 
in a special way upon the dawn as the head of the horse, the sun as 
the eye, the air as the life, and so on. The worship was lifted from 
the physical to the mental level. 

THE FOUR STAGES 

The full life-period of an Indo-Aryan was divided into four stages, 
namely, brahmacharya, garhasthya, vanaprastha, and sannyBsa. The 
first stage was devoted to study. The celibate student led a life of 
chastity and austerity and served his teacher with humility. He learnt 
the Mantra and the Brahmana sections of the Vedas. And when he 
left the teacher's house, after completing his studies, he was commanded 
not to deviate from truth and not to forget to persevere in the study 
of the Vedas. The second stage was devoted to household duties. The 
young man took a wife. Both together performed the Vedic sacrifice 
with the hymns of the Mantra and in accordance with the rules laid 
down in the Brahmana. The third stage commenced when the hair 
turned grey and the face began to wrinkle. The householder consigned 
the responsibility of the home to his children and retired with his 

8 The m~bers of the three upper castes in Hindu society-the briihmins, 
the kshattriyas, and the vaiSyas-were called "dvija,'" twice·bom. Their first 
birth. refers to their coming out of their mother's womb; the second, which is 
a spiritual birth, to their initiation by a religious teacher, who invests them 
with the sacred thread, thus entitling them to study the Vedas and participate 
in the Vedic rituals. 
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wife into the forest. He was then known as a vanaprashtha or aranyaka, 
a forest-dweller, The Aranyaka portion of the Vedas prescribed for 
him sacri£ce by meditation and symbolic worship. 

The final stage, called sannyBsa, was the culmination of the stricdy 
regulated life of an Indo-Aryan.' During this period, having totally 
renounced the world, he became a sannyilsin, or wandering monk, free 
from worldly desires and attachments and absorbed in the uninter· 
rupted contemplation of Brahman. It was no longer necessary to worship 
God by means of material articles or even mental symbols. One ex~ 
perienced directly the non-duality of God, the soul, and the universe 
-Spirit communing immediately with the Spirit. The sannyasin took 
the vow of dedicating his life to Truth and to the service of humanity, 
and was honoured as a spiritual leader of society. And it was for him 
that the Upanishads (which are mosdy the concluding portions of the 
Aranyakas) were intended. The Upanishads are concerned with the 
direct experience of Brahman, which liberates one from the bondage 
of the relative world. 

Thus the Indo-Aryan seers arranged the Vedas to conform to the 
four stages of life. The brahmachari studied the Samhiti, the house­
holder followed the injunctions of the Brahmana, the forest-dweller 
practised contemplation according to the Aranyaka, and the sannyisin 
was guided by the exalted wisdom of the Upanishads. According to the 
Hindu view, all four portions of the four Vedas were revealed simul· 
taneously and have existed from the very beginning of the cycle. They 
are not to be regarded as exhibiting a philosophical development or 
evolution in the processes of thought.6 

4 According to a Vedic injWiction, one can renounce the world whenever 
one feels distaste for Jt. Thus one can become a sannyiisin from any stage. The 
normal course, however, is to proceed through the series of the four stages. 

6 Some Western scholars divide the Vedic age into four distinct periods. 
These are named the Chhandas period, the Mantra period, the Brahmana 
period, and the Sutra period. According to this view, the mantras, or hymns, 
wm_e composed during the Chhandas period and cmnpiled during the Mantra 
penod. During the first part of the Brihma.JJa period were composed the 
B~anas. and during the second part, the AranyBkas and the U~. 
Dnring the Sutra period were written the well-known sutras, nalndy, the 
~.~pa, Grihya, Srauta, and other.~. Then a decline began. There is some plausi~ 

Ility i?" this divis.ion into periods. Hindu scholars, however, challenge the 
bategoncal ~~lUSion ~ Western ~olars who claint that no Vedic literature 

ut the SamhJta and Brihmana CXJSted before the Upanishads. The Bl"ihaddr­
~yaka Upanishad (II. iv. 10.) states: .. As from a fire kindled with wet faggots 
diverse kinds of smoke issue, even so, my dear, the Rig.Veda, Yajur.Yeda, 
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It has already been stated that Vyasa systematized the Vedas in four 
books. He taught the Rig-Veda to his disciple Paila, the Yajur-Veda 
to VaiSampiiyana, the Sama-Veda to Jaimini, and the Atharva-Veda 
to Sumanta. Among the disciples of VaiSampiiyana was the celebrated 
Yajnavalkya, one of the great teachers of the Brihadmanyaka Upanishad. 
A legend states that this disciple became so vain of his knowledge that 
he incurred the displeasure of his guru and was expelled from the 
hermitage, with the command that he should leave what he knew of 
the Veda behind. The proud disciple spat out everything that he had 
learnt and went away. But some other disciples of the sage VaiSampayana 
were grieved at the sad plight of the Vedic lore and so, assuming the 
forms of partridges (tittira), they swallowed it, and later on taught that 
Vedic knowledge to their own disciples. Since then that portion of 
the Vedas has been known as the Black Yajur-Veda (Krishna Yajur­
Veda) and also as the Taittiriya Samhitii (from tittira). Yajnavalkya, 
however, worshipped the sun god, who was so pleased with his devo­
tion that he appeared before him in an equine fonn. The god committed 
to him the Vedic knowledge that later on became known as the 'White 
Yajur-Veda (Sukla Yajur-Veda) or the Viijasaneyi Samhitii (from viija, 
meaning energy, strength), This was the version of the Veda that 
Yajnavalkya taught to his disciples. 

The four basic Vedas gradually branched off into many recensions, 
or Mkhiis, at the hands of various teachers, after whom they were 
named. Thus the Satapatha Briihmana of the White Yajur-Veda sur­
vives in the Kanva and Madhyandina recensions, according to the two 
disciples of Yajnavalkya. They differ from each other greatly in con­
tent as well as in the number and arrangement of the sections and 
chapters, the former having seventeen and the latter fourteen sections. 
The concluding portion of the last book of both recensions is the 

Siima-Veda, Atharva-Veda, history, mytholo~, arts, U~ads, verses, ap~­
orlsms ( sutras), elucidations, and explanations are like the breath of thiS 
Infinite Reality." In the Chlulndogya Upanlshml (VII. I. 2_.) Nirada ~ves_ an 
account of various subjectll studied by him prior to his commg to Sanatkmnara. 
They incluOO-besides the Vedic texts-history, mythology, the lore of portents. 
logic, ethics, a_nd various other sciences. Similar instances can be given .from 
the Tafttiriya Aranyaka and other scriptures. All this s~ows that the Ve<_Iic litera­
ture was extremely various even before the compilation of the Upan1shads. It 
may be admitted, however, that during the four periods recognized by the 
Western scholars, the various designated portions of Vedic literature came in 
sequence to the fore. 
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BrihadaranyakA Upanishad; but here again the two versions often differ. 
Sankariichiirya based his commentary on the Kanva recension. 

Each of the Vedas contains its own Bralunanas, which, as already 
stated, provide instructions regarding the procedures of sacrifice and 
also, through the Aranyakas, meditations and symbolic worship for 
the forest-dwellers. The Aitareya and Kaushitaki Briihmanas belong, 
for example, to the Rig-Veda; the Taittiriya and Maitriiyani, to the 
Black Yajur-Veda; the Satapatha, to the White Yajur-Veda; the 
Chhiindogya and Tiindya, to the Sama-Veda; and the Gopatha Briih­
mana, to the Atharva-Veda. 

In most cases the concluding portion of the Aranyaka is the Upan­
ishad-also called the Vedanta because in it the Vedic wisdom reaches 
its culmination (anta). It shows the seeker the way to Liberation and 
the Highest Good. Usually d1ere is a full series, from the Samhiti, or 
Mantra, through the Brihmana and Aranyaka to the culmination in 
the Upanishad. For example, the T aittiriya Samhitii is followed by the 
T aittiriya Brahmana, at the end of which comes the T aittiriya Aranyaka; 
and this is concluded by the Taittiriya Upanishad. But in rare instances 
an Upanishad may come directly at the conclusion of the Samhita, 
as is the case with the l§a Upanishad. The Taittiriya Upanishad fonns 
the last three chapters of the T aittiriya Aranyaka; the Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad, the last six chapters of the Satapatha Briihmana; the 
Aitareya Upanishad, the last five chapters of the Aitareya Aranyaka; 
and the Kena Upanishad, the ninth chapter of the Talavakara Brah­
mana of the White Yajur-Veda. 

THE ANTIQUITY OF THE VEDAS 

One hesitates to enter into a discussion of the time when the Vedas 
were collated. The compiler Vyisa is reputed to have been alive at 
the time of the battle of Kurukshetra; but when was that battle fought? 
Some European lndologists assign the Vedas to the twelfth century 
n.c., others to earlier ages. Max Miiller, for example, supposed the 
date to be about 1200 B.c., but Haug, about 2400. Neither believed, 
of course, in the divine origin of the hymns. Bal Cangadhar Tilak, an 
eminent Indian scholar, calculated from astronomical data and sug­
gested that the mantras of the Rig-Veda were brought together about 
five thousand years before the Christian era, while, according to the 
orthodox tradition, the texts, even before their compilation, had been 
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known to the rishis for unnumbered years. In short, the dates of the 
Vedic hymns and collections are far from clear. 

One reason for the obscurity is that the ancient Hindus lacked the 
historical sense. They seldom kept records of the dates of their literary, 
religious, or even political achievements. The Vedas, furthermore, 
which had been handed down orally for so many centuries, were never 
believed by them to have had human authorship: they had either been 
taught to the sages by God or had become manifest of themselves to 
the primordial rishis, who were the seers of the mantras. Hence in 
India the tendency has always been to regard the Vedas as eternal, 
rather than as compositions of a certain historical moment. But even 
from the modem historical point of view it is not easy to detennine the 
origin and trace d1e gradual development of the Vedic tradition. The 
Rig-Veda, which is generally recognized as the earliest of the four, 
contains lofty philosophical concepts, and sentiments of a monistic cast 
such as Western thinkers are inclined to assign to a Inter and highly 
developed stage of human thought. ''The Reality is one,'' we read, for 
example, ''but the sages call it by various names." Moreover, we &nd 
that a critical spirit has already developed. The ability of the gods­
who themselves exist in time and space and are victims of causality 
-to create the universe is questioned. Such ideas indicate a maturity 
of philosophical insight and by no means the primitive infancy of 

thought. . 
Following their historical method, the European lndologtsts regard 

the Upanishads to be of later composition than the Mantras and Briih· 
manas. They do not admit any of them to be earlier than the eleventh 
century B.c., while to many are assigned a much later date. In this 
respect the Hindu tradition, as we have seen, is totally different, the 
orthodox belief and teaching being that all parts of the Vedas were 
revealed at the same time, though the various collections might have 
been compiled in different periods. 

THE UPANISHADS 

Now about the number and divisions of the Upanishads. With the 
disappearance of many of the recensions of the Vedas, many Briihmanas, 
Aranyakas, and Upanishads also disappeared.8 The fact that the sacred 

a The Rig-Veda is said to have existed in twenty-one recensions, the_ Yajur· 
Veda in a hundred, the Siima-Veda in a thousand, and the Atharva-Veda 1n nme. 
But there are differences of opinion among the authorities on this subject. 
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books were not committed to writing in ancient times is partly respon­
sible for this lamentable loss. Furthermore, among the works surviving. 
it is difficult to ascertain the exact number that should be regarded as 
authentic Upanishads. A religious system is considered valid in India 
only when it is supported by Sruti (the Vedas); hence the founders of 
religious sects have sometimes written books and called them Upani­
shads in order to give their views scriptural authority. The Allah 
Upanishad, for instance, was composed in the sixteenth century, at 
the time of the Mussalman emperor Akbar. 

One hundred and eight Upanishads are enumerated in the Muktika 
Upanishad, which is a work belonging to the tradition of the Yajur· 
Veda. Among these, the Aitareya Upanish4d and Kau.shitald Upanishad 
belong to the Rig-Veda; the Chhandogya and Kena, to the Sarna-Veda; 
the T aittiriya, MahiiniirQyana, K.atha, Sveta.Svatara, and Maitrliyani, to 
the Black Yajur-Veda; the Ha and Brihadaranyaka, to the White Yajur­
Veda; and the Munda.lca, PraSna, and Mand'Ukya, to the Atharva-Veda. 
It may be stated, also, that these Upanishads belong to differing re­
censions of their respective Vedas. Thus, for instance, the Mu.ndaka 
Upani~d belongs to the Saunaka recension of the Atharva-Veda, 
while the PraSna Upanishad belongs to the Pippalada recension. The 
Brahma Sutras, which is the most authoritative work on the Vedanta 
philosophy, has been based upon the .Aitarey.a:, Taittiriya, Chhandogya, 
Brihadaranyaka, Kaushitaki, K.atha, Svetasvatara, Mundaka, PraSna, 
and possibly also the ]®ala Upanishad. Sankaricharya wrote his cele· 
brated commentaries on the Ha, Kena, Kntha, PraSna, Mundalc.a, 
Mandukya, .A:itareya, T aittiriya, Chhandogya, Brihad.2nmyaka, and 
possibly also the Svetmvatara UpanJshad. These are regarded as the 
major works. 

The teachings of the Upanishads, the Brahma SutTas, and the 
Bhagavad Gita constitute Vedanta. Three main schools of Vedanta 
exist: the Dualist, Quali&ed Non-dualist, and Non-dualist, their prin­
cipal teachers being, respectively, Madhvacharya (A.D. 1199-12~), 
Ramanujacharya (A.D. IOI/1137). and Sankaracharya (A.D. 788-82o). 
Madhvacharya has written commentaries on some of the major 
Upanishads according to Dualistic doctrines. Some of the disciples 
and followers of R.amanujicharya have done likewise to prove that 
Qualified Non-dualism is the underlying philosophy of Vedanta. But 
neither of these systems has won such wide acceptance and prestige as 
that of SankarAcharya. 
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Sankaracharya's interpretation of the Upanishads, Bhagavad Gitii, 
and Brahma Sutras is the supreme Hindu contribution to the philo­
sophical wisdom of the world. This remarkable genius appeared at a 
critical period of Indian history. The sun of Buddhism had already 
passed below the horizon. Various invading peoples, such as the Saks, 
the Tartars, the Beluchis, and the Huns had entered India with their 
grotesque religious ideas and ceremonies and embraced Buddhism. At 
their hands the religion of Buddha had become greatly distorted. A 
Hindu revival was struggling into existence, and numerous Hindu 
sects, such as the old Vedic ritualists and the yogi ascetics, were assert­
ing their contrary yet equally dogmatic views. A veritable babel was 
reigning in India when the youthful Sankarlicharya appeared on the 
scene, 

According to his followers this great pillar of Hinduism was the 
perfect embodiment of the Vedic wisdom. Endowed with a keen intel­
lect and with rare forensic powers, he courageously chaBenged all 
opponents. He cut through the cobweb of con9icting views with a 
direct and consistently rational interpretation of the authoritative texts, 
supported by his own profound spiritual experiences. Within the short 
span of a lifetime of only thirty-two years, he travelled the length and 
breadth of India, preaching his doctrines and reforming the sannyiisin 
organizations. He founded four monasteries at the cardinal points of 
the country. And meanwhile he produced a body of literary work that 
includes not only his great Vedantic commentaries but also many 
hymns addressed to the Hindu deities, through worship of whom the 
aspirant's heart is puri6ed and his spirit qualified for the Knowledge 
of Brahman. When one considers the lofty height reached by San­
katicharya in his philosophy, and at the same time the soul-melting 
love permeating his hymns, one cannot but marvel at the mighty 
sweep of his mind, the catholicity of his heart, and the austere purity 
of his inteBect. He was indeed a saviour of the Hindu world. 

The subject matter of the Upanishads is abstruse. Unwary students 
easily become confused by their apparent contradictions. Therefore, 
from ancient times, books have been composed to explain and bar· 
monize their mysteries. Among these the Bhagavad Gita and the 
Brahma Sutras are the best known. The Giti is compared to the life­
giving milk of the great milch cow, which is the Upanishads; Arjuna 
is the calf, and Sri Krishna the milker. Sri Krishna, in His dialogue 
with Arjuna, presented through the Bhagavad Giti the essence of the 
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Upanishads. The Brahma Sutras (also known as the Vedanta Sutras 
and Sariralul Sutras) formulates the teachings of the Upanishads in 
concise aphorisms which reconcile the many apparent contradictions. 
Vyiisa is the reputed author of these basic works. They, together with 
the Upanishads, constitute what are called the three Prasthanas, the 
canonical books, which form the foundation of the religion and phi· 
losophy of Vedanta. 

Side by side with Sruti, or the Vedas, there exists another body of 
scriptural treatises known as Smriti. These works are regarded as hav­
ing come into existence through human authorship. They derive their 
authority from the Vedas and include such majestic books as the 
Mahabharata, the various Pudnas, and the Manusamhita. In ancient 
India only those people who belonged to the three upper castes were 
permitted to read the Vedas. The teachings of Smriti, however, were 
accessible to all. And they too opened the door to Liberation. 

In A.D. r6)o, fifty Upanishads were translated into Persian under 
the patronage of Prince Darn, the son of Sa:jaha:n, Emperor of Delhi. 
From the Persian they were translated into Latin, in A.D. r8or·r8o2. 
Schopenhauer read and studied this Latin translation and, in later 
years, declared: "In the whole world there is no study so beneficial 
and so elevating as that of the Upanishads. It has been the solace of 
my life; it will be the solace of my death." 

THE MEANING OF UPANISHAD 

The word Upanishad has been derived from the root sad, to which 
are added two prefixes: upa and ni. The prefix upa denotes nearness, 
and ni, totality. The root sad means to loosen, to attain, and to an· 
nihilatc. Thus the etymological meaning of the word is the Knowledge, 
or Vidya, which, when received from a competent teach<"r, loosens 
totally the bondage of the world, or surely enables the pupil to attain 
(i.e. realize) the Self, or completely destroys ignorance, which is respon· 
sible for the deluding appearance of the Infinite Self as the 6nite 
embodied creature. Though the word primarily signifies knowledge, 
yet by implication it also refers to the book that contains that know!· 
edge. The root sad with the prefix upa also connotes the humility with 
which the pupil should approach the teacher. 

The profound Knowledge of Brahman has been described in the 
Bhagavad Gitli as the "sovereign science.''7 It was considered a profound 

. IX. 2. 
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secret and sometimes given the name of Upanishrul.S It is to be noted 
that the instructions regarding Brahman were often given in short 
fonnulas also known as Upanishads. "Its secret name (Upanishad) 
is Satyasya Satyam, 'the Truth of truth.' ''11 "Now, therefore, the in· 
struction [about Brahman]: Neti, neti-'Not this, not this.' "10 ''That 
Brahman is called T advana, the Adorable of all; It should be wor­
shipped by the name of Tadvana."11 The books which contained the 
above-mentioned secret teachings and formulas were also called 
Uparushad>. 

QUALIFICATIONS OF STUDENTS 

The later Vedanta teachers formulated the qualifications of the pupil 
entitled to study Vedanta. He must know, in a general way, the Vedas 
and their auxiliaries; must have attained purity of heart by freeing 
himself from sin, through an avoidance of selfish and forbidden actions 
as well as by the practice of daily devotions and obligatory duties, 
particular religious observances on special occasions, and the customary 
penances prescribed by religion. Further, he must discriminate between 
the Real and the unreal, and renounce the unreal. He must cultivate 
inner calmness and control of the senses, preserve the serenity of the 
mind and organs after they have been controlled, acquire such virtues 
as forbearance and concentration, and lastly, be possessed of an intense 
yearning for liberation from the bandages of world1y life. Such a one, 
and such a one alone, is qualified to receive from the teacher the pro­
found knowledge of the Upanishads. 

"This highest mystery of Vedanta, delivered in a previous cycle," 
we read, "should not be given to one whose passions have not been 
completely subdued, nor to one who is not a son or is not a pupil."12 

"A father may therefore tell that doctrine of Brahman to his eldest 
son or to a worthy pupil. But it should not be imparted to anybody 
else, even if he give the teacher the whole sea-girt earth full of treasure, 
for this doctrine is worth more than that. Yea, it is worth more." 13 

"One must not teach this to any but a son or a pupil."14 

The custodians of the Vedic culture were the members of the 

s Chh. Up. I. i. 10; I. riii. 4. 
9 Br. Up. n. i. 20. 

u Br. Up. II. iii. 6. 
n Ke. Up. IV. 6. 
1 2 Svet. Up. VI. 22. 
ta Chh. Up. III. xi. 5-6. 
14 Br. Up. VI. iii. 12. 
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brahmin caste. That is why the brahmins were held in the highest 
esteem by every section of Hindu society. 

TESTS BY TEACHERS 

Aspirants desiring the knowledge of the Upanishads were subjected 
to .severe ordeals by their preceptors. The K.ath4 Upanishad describes 
the case of Nachiketa, who was tested in various ways by Yama, the 
god of death, to ascertain his iitness for the Knowledge of Brahman. 
He was offered horses, elephants, and cattle; children and grandchil­
dren; rulership of the earth and many years of life; heavenly damsels 
and their music; and numerous other desirable things which do not 
fall to the lot of an ordinary mortal. But he spumed them all, under­
standing their transitory nature, and persisted in his prayer for the 
Knowledge of the Self. Pratardana was tested by lndra, 15 JanaSruti 
Pautriiyana by Raikva,18 Aruni by Praviihana,17 Janaka by Yiijna­
valkya, 18 and Brihadratha by Sakayana.1~' 

In the PraJna Upanishat:l20 the teacher Pippalada demanded of his 
six disciples that they should spend one year practising austerities, con­
tinence, and faith. "Mterwards you may ask me any question you like; 
if I know the answer I shall give it to you.'' The Chhiindogya UF"" 
ish(jd,21 in a celebrated passage, tells how the teacher Prajapari re­
quired lndra and Virochana to practise spiritual disciplines for thirty· 
two years. Even after that, Virochana, the king of the demons, who had 
not acquired the necessary purity of heart, went away satisfied with 
the erroneous idea that the Self was identical with the body, while 
Indra, the king of the gods, had to continue in the austere life of a 
brahmachii.ri for another .seventy-three years (one hundred and iive 
in all) before he could realize the true knowledge of the Self. 

RECONCILING THE TEACHINGS OF THE UPANISHADS 

One finds in the Upanishads various strands of thought: Dualism, 
Qualified Non-dualism, and Non-dualism. Further, the Upanishads 
describe both the Brahman with attributes (Saguna Brahman) and 
the attributeless Brahman (Nirguna Brahman). They also deal with 

1
'' Kau. Up. TIL 1. 
'~Chh. Up. IV. i. 
17 Br. Up. VI. ii. 6. 
18 Br. Up. IV. m. 1. 
19 Mai. Up. I. 2. 
'101. 1-2. 
21 VIII. vii. S; VIII. xi. S. 
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the disciplines of philosophical knowledge (jnana), divine love 
(bhakti), action (kanna), and yoga. Sometimes contradictions appear. 
Hence the question arises as to whether the Upanishads present a 
single, consistent, coordinated system of knowledge or a mere con­
glomeration of unrelated ideas. The orthodox Hindu view is that the 
Upanishads are consistent, that they describe a single truth, namely, 
the reality of the non-dual Brahman, and furthermore, that this same 
truth is rendered in the Bhagavad Gita and the Brahma Sutras. The 
Vedantic philosophers support this conclusion by certain accepted 
means of proof. 

But the Western critics maintain that the Upanishads present in· 
consistent views and that oonHicting doctrines may be found even in 
the same Upanishad. Such a conclusion, according to the Hindu 
philosophers, is the natural result of the inability of the Western 
Orientalists to £ind the thread of hannony, They place their emphasis 
on particular details and lack comprehension of the general trend. The 
subject matter of the Upanishads is Brahman, the Absolute, which 
transcends time, space, and causality and cannot be comprehended by 
human thought or rendered in words. Human language and reasoning 
can describe and interpret sense-perceived phenomena; but Brahman is 
beyond their grasp. Any presentation of this subject in finite and rela· 
tive human terms cannot but contain seeming contradictions. Neverthe­
less, this does not vitiate the Absolute Itself. Further, the Hindu 
philosophers admit different degrees of power of comprehension on the 
part of various pupils and they formulate their instructions accordingly. 
But such differences do not affect Brahman Itself, which is the final 
object of Upanishadic knowledge. 

According to Sankaracharya, the sole purpose of the Upanishads is 
to prove the reality of Brahman and the phenomenality or unreality of 
the universe of names and forms, and to establish the absolute oneness 
of the embodied soul and Brahman. This Vedic truth is not a product 
of the human mind and cannot be comprehended by the unaided 
human intellect. Only a competent teacher, through direct experience, 
can reveal to the qualified student the true significance of the Vedas 
and the fullness of their absolutely consistent truth. 

THE KSHATIRIYA INFLUENCE 

A striking feature of the Upanishads is the part played in them by 
the kshattriyas, the members of the royal military caste. This fact has 
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given rise to certain interesting speculations. The Mantra and Brah­
mana portions of the Vedas treat of sacrifices in which the brahrnins 
serve as priests. They deal with ritualistic works, in which a diversity 
of the actor, the instruments of action, and the result is recognized, 
while the sacrifices themselves are performed with a view to reaping 
results either here on earth or in the afterworld. This multiplicity of 
elements and ends stands in contrast to the central theme of the 
Upanishads, which is Brahmavidya, the unitive knowledge of Brahman 
and the oneness of existence, and to the Vedantic condemnation of 
sacrifices as barriers to this unitive knowledge. The seeker for the 
Knowledge of Brahman is told in the Upanishads that he must re· 
nounce all actions calculated to bring fruits and eschew all desire for 
happiness either on earth or in heaven. Therefore several Western 
writers have contended that the Upanishads represent a protest of the 
kshattriyas against the inB.uence of the brahmins.22 They contend also 
that the Knowledge of A.tman, whatever its origin, was cultivated 
primarily by the kshattriyas and accepted by the briihmins only later on. 
Hindu scholars, however, do not accept this view. 

In reviewing the problem, let us £.rst point out a few of the references 
to kshattriyas in the Upanishads. 

One of the most important and ancient of the Upanishads now 
extant is the Brihadiiranyaka, which frequently mentions an emperor 
of Videha whose name was Janaka. This imposing figure is described 
as a master of the Vedic knowledge (adhita-veda), endowed with a 
keen intellect (medhavi), and familiar with the doctrines of the 
Upanishads. It is stated in the third chapter that on a certain occasion 
this great emperor "perfonned a sacrifice in which gifts were freely 
distributed. Vedic scholars from the Kuru and Panchala countries were 
assembled." The emperor then expressed a desire to know which was 
"the most erudite of these Vedic scholars." And so he had a thousand 
cows confined in a pen, and on the horns of each cow were fixed ten 
piidas of gold. 

Janaka said to the brahmins: "Revered b:rahmins, let him who is the 
best Vedic scholar among you drive home the cows." None of the 
briihmins dared to accept the challenge except the sage Yajnavalkya, 
who asked one of his pupils to lead the cows home. This enraged the 

22 P. Deussen, The Phflosophu of the UpanMads, p. 19. Clark, Edinburgh, 
1908. • 
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others, The chief priest of the court arose and said: "Are you, then, 
the best Vedic scholar among us?" 

Yiijnavalkya answered: "I how to the best Vedic scholar. I only want 
the cows." 

Thereupon the other briihmins were determined to test his knowl­
edge of Brahman. A learned debate ensued, and this was presided over 
by the kshattriya king. 

In chaoter four of the same work Yajnavalkya and the emperor 
Janaka again appear. This time the kshattriya is the disciple and the 
brahmin the preceptor. Janaka receives from Yiijnavalkya the supreme 
Knowledge of Brahman and demonstrates his apureciation by making a 
suitable gift: ''I give you, sir, the empire of Videha, and myself with it, 
to wait upon you." 

At the conclusion of the fifth chapter, this wise emperor Janaka in· 
structs BuQila, the son of ASvatariSva, concerning the Giiyatri, a verse 
the knowledge of which consumes a man's sins and makes him "pure, 
cleansed, undecaying, and immortal." 

Praviihana Jaivali, another kshattriya king, appears in the eighth 
section of the Jlrst chapter of the Chhandogya Upanishad, where he is 
described as teaching the secret of the Udgitha, discussed in the Siima· 
Veda. He appears again in the third section of the &fth chapter of the 
same Upanishad, where he plays a more important role. In this case, 
the sage Aruni's son, Svetaketu, is having an interview with the king, 
and the king asks him if he has been instructed by his father. The 
youth replies that he has received instruction; whereupon Jaivali con­
founds him by asking a number of questions regarding a man's depar· 
ture from this world, his return, the Way of the Gods, the Way of the 
Fathers, and the rebirth of the soul. When Svetaketu confesses that he 
does not know the answers, the king inquires: 'Then why did you 
say that you had been instructed? How could anybody who did not 
know these things say that he had been instructed?" Svetaketu returned 
to his father sorrowfully and described to him what had taken place. 

Then Aruni went to the king, who said to him: "Sir, ask as a boon 
such things as men possess." The brahmin said to him: "May such 
things as men possess remain with youl Repeat to me those words which 
you addressed to my hoy." The king was disturbed. He said to Aruni: 
"Remain with me for some time." Then he added: "As to what you 
have just asked of me, sir, this knowledge has not gone to any briihmin 
before you. That is why, in ancient times, all over the world, the 
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kshattriyas were the sole instructors in this knowledge." Finally the 
king gave instruction to his brahmin disciple in what is known as the 
"knowledge of the Five Fires," which deals with the soul's rebirth 
following death. This had hitherto been a secret confined to the 
kshattriyas. He who acquired this knowledge, said the king, was not 
defiled by association with vile persons; he remained pure and clean 
and would gain the world of the blessed. 

Section two of the sixth chapter of the Brihadaranyalc.a Upanishild 
also tells of the teaching of the knowledge of the Five Fires by Pra­
viihana Jaivali to Aruni, and in the Kaushitaki Upanishad, chapter 
one, we read that the kshattriya king Chitra, belonging to the line of 
Garga, imparted the same knowledge to the same brahmin sage. 

Let us now return to the BrihadiiranyWta Upanishad. In chapter 
two, section one, the kshattriya king of Benares, Ajiitatatru, was a~ 
proached by the proud brahmin Biliiki, who said: "I will tell you about 
Brahman." The king begged him to go on. Bilild described the at· 
tributes of Brahman as reflected in such objects as the sun, the moon, 
lightning, akata, the wind, fire, water, and a mirror, 

"Is this all?" AjiitaSatru asked. 
'This is all." 
''By knowing this much one cannot know Brahman," said the king. 
The brahmin was humbled. "I approach you as a student," he said. 
"It is contrary to usage," said the king, ''that a brihmin should ap-

proach a kshattriya with the thought that the latter might teach him 
about Brahman. However, I shall instruct you." Then the kshattriya 
AjiitaSatru taught the brahmin Balaki the oneness of jiva and Brahman 
by explaining the three states of waking, dream, and deep sleep. 

This story is repeated in the Kaushiklki UpanisMd, chapter fonr. 
In the Chhandogya Upanishad, fifth chapter, section eleven, the 

story is told of five great brahmin householders, all well versed in the 
Vedas, and another erudite brahmin, Aruni, who came to the kshattriya 
king Kaikeyi ASvapati for the knowledge of VaiSvanara Atman (the 
Universal Self). When they arrived, the king showed respect to them 
separately, and next morning said to his honoured guests: "In my king­
dom there is no thief, no miser, no drunkard, no brahmin without a 
sacrificial altar in his house, no ignorant person, and no adulterer­
not to speak of aduheress. Sirs, I am about to perform a sacrifice. 
Please remain with me, and I shall bestow on each of you as much 
Wealth as I should give to a priest." They answered: "A man should 
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state the purpose for which he has come. At the present time, you are 
the one who possesses the knowledge of the VaiSviinara A.tman. Please 
give us instruction." 'Tomorrow," said the king, "I shall give you my 
reply." Next morning the bmhmins approached him, like disciples, 
carrying fuel in their hands, and received the instruction for which 
they bad come. 

One more illustration. It is told in the seventh chapter of the 
Chhandogya Upanishad that Niirada once came to the ksbattriya Sanat­
kumara and humbly begged him for instruction. Sanatkumara said: 
"Please tell me what you know; after that I shall tell you what is 
beyond." The learned Narada enumerated the subjects that he had 
studied. These included, among others, the Vedas, mythology, grammar, 
the science of numbers, the rules of sacri6ce for the ancestors, the 
science of portents, logic, ethics, etymology, the science of pronunciation 
and prosody, the science of demons, the science of weapons, astronomy, 
the science of serpents, and the sciences of perfume-making, dancing, 
and singing. "But sir, for all of this," concluded Narada, "I know only 
the mantras, the sacred words, and not the Self. I have been told by 
such men as yourself that he who knows the Self overcomes grief; I 
am in grief_ Good sir, assist me beyond this grief." Thereupon Sanat­
kumara began to lead Narada, step by step, to the Knowledge of 
Brahman. Sanatkum3.ra said: 'Where one sees nothing else, hears 
nothing else, understands nothing else-that is the ln6nite. Where one 
sees something else, hears something else, understands something else­
that is the finite. The In6nite is immortal; the 6nite, mortal."28 ''The 
In6nite," continued the king, "is, indeed, below, above, behind, before, 
to the right, and to the left. It is, indeed, all this.'02

' Thus it was that 
the venerable SanatkUllliira revealed to Narada, when the impurities 
of his heart had been removed, "that which lies beyond darkness.''23 

It is apparent from all of this (and this is not by any means an 
exhaustive list of the possible citations) that the kshattriyas exerted a 
profound in9uence on the teachings and teachers of the Upanishads. 
They were versed in rituals, in the mysteries of rebirth, in the identity 
of jiva and Brahman, and in the Knowledge of the Infinite, which is 
the culmination of the spiritual wisdom of the lndo-A.ryans. This, as we 
have said, has led certain eminent Vedic scholars of the West to con-
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elude that the Upanishads, containing the Knowledge of the Self, must 
be a later development by the kshattriyas in reaction against the rituals 
and sacrifices of the Mantra and Brahmana portions of the Vedas: the 
br3hmins, occupied solely with the details and paraphernalia of sacri­
fice, were ignorant of the philosophy of the Self and so had to learn 
Self-Knowledge from the teachers of the military caste. 

Such a conclusion, however, is hardly valid. It is true, indeed, that, 
according to Advaita Vedanta, the Knowledge of Brahman and the per­
formance of sacrifices cannot coexist. They are incompatible. He who 
has realized the oneness of jiva and Brahman and the unreality of the 
relative world cannot participate in Vedic sacri6ces, the aim of which 
is to enable the performer to enjoy happiness in heaven. However-and 
this is the great point-sacrifices and the Knowledge of Brahman are 
meant for two different classes of aspirants. A sannyasin, who has 
experienced the transitory nature of enjoyment, is qualified for Self­
Knowledge; but such enlightened ones do not constitute the major 
portion of society. It is the duty of others, who belong to the first three 
stages of life and who identify themselves with the body and mind and 
seek material happiness, to engage in sacrificial action. This is a basic 
principle, understood and taken for granted by every member of Hindu 
society. It is neither necessary nor possible for a sanny8sin to perform 
sacrifices. To suppose that there were among the brahmins no 
sannyiisins who were endowed with Self-Knowledge would be wrong. 
The fact is that as there were both illumined and unillum.ined persons 
among the kshattriyas, so there were among the brahmins those who 
were devoted to sacrifices and also those who cultivated the Knowledge 
of Brahman. The passages of the Upanishads that condemn sacrifices 
and other actions cannot possibly apply to the performers of sacrifices; 
for they are still householders. Such passages were directed to, and can 
apply to, sannyiisins alone. 

As already stated, according to the Vedic tradition, the Lord alone 
is the source of Vedic knowledge. He is, indeed, the embodiment of 
that knowledge. At the beginning of a cycle He reveals it for the pro­
tection of creation, making it known through the pure hearts of the 
rishis. Rishis, according to the Vedas, are highly spiritual beings who 
attained perfection in previous cycles but have assumed human bodies 
in the new creation to become divine instruments for the propagation 
of the wisdom of the Vedas. Kapila, Vyiisa, and Va~ishtha belong to this 
number. Then, as time goes on, the Vedic knowledge is dissem-

I 
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inated through a succession of competent teachers. The Brihadiiranyaka 
Upanis1uui supplies several genealogical tables of such Vedic seers.28 

There were a number of kshattriyas among the rishis, and the brahmins, 
eager to acquire their knowledge, accepted discipleship under them, in 
accordance with the well-known Hindu maxim that a superior knowl· 
edge should be learnt even from a person of inferior rank. 

THE VEDIC KNOWLEDGE 

The knowledge that was prized most in ancient India by the rishis was 
known as Vidyii. As a result of this Vidyii, or Knowledge of Reality, 
one attains Bliss and Immortality. It is quite different from ordinary 
knowledge, which is the product of the intellect. Vidya is a supersen· 
suous and supramental experience. 

According to the Mundaka Upanishad, one should acquire two forms 
of knowledge: the apari (lower) and the Para (Higher). The lower 
consists of the four Vedas (that is to say, their ritualistic portions) and 
their six auxiliaries. It deals with the phenomenal universe. The impor· 
tance of the lower knowledge was admitted by the rishis, It is conducive 
to a man's material welfare; but its results are impermanent. 

The Higher Knowledge is that by which the Imperishable Substance 
is known. This Imperishable Substance was given the name of Brahman 
by the Indo-Aryan seers; hence the Higher Knowledge was also 
called Brahmavidya, the Knowledge of Brahman; and this is the knowl­
edge to which was given the general name Upanishad. Brahmavidya 
was regarded as the foundation of all other forms of knowledge-sarva· 
vidyiipratishtha. Highly treasured by the rishis, lt was zealously guarded 
by them; for they regarded it as more precious than the earth filled 
with riches. The secret of Brahman could be transmitted only to a 
qualified disciple. "He who meets with a teacher to instruct him obtains 
the true knowledge."21 "Only the knowledge that is learnt from a teacher 
leads to the Highest Good."28 The qualifications of the aspirant have 
already been described. ''If these truths have been told to a high·souled 
person who feels supreme devotion for God, and for his guru as for 
Cod, then they will shine forth-then they will shine forth indeed."2t 

The actual experience of Brahman, which is the culmination of the 
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Higher Knowledge, requires extremely austere disciplines. Only the 
great renouncers known as paramahamsas, belonging to the highest 
order of sannyiisins, can gain this complete Knowledge of Brahman. 
For Brahman cannot be perceived or comprehended by the senses or by 
the intellect that depends on them. Only yoga can give a man that 
subtle depth of understanding by which the supramental truths can 
be apprehended. The rishis were adept in yoga. That is why their 
hearts were open to the secrets of creation and the universe. 

The methods of the modem physical sciences for the discovery of 
truth are based upon a different notion of how to search than that 
which directed the rishis in their realization of Brahman. A scientist 
ieeks to understand the universe through reason based on the knowl­
edge derived from the sense-organs. But the powers of the senses are 
limited. Therefore he utilizes the aid of various instruments. With the 
help of the telescope he brings a very distant object within the range 
of his vision; with the help of the microscope he immensely magni6es a 
minute object. Similarly other instruments come to the scientist's 
assistance. The technicians of science are busy, day and night, inventing 
new instruments by means of which to strengthen and intensify the 
powers of the senses. 

But there exist minute things in the world that cannot be detected 
even by the most powerful electronic microscope. And the universe is 
so vast and widespread that its remotest objects would not come within 
a man's ken even if the largest telescope known to us were to be magni­
fied a million times and directed toward them. The final secrets of the 
universe will for ever remain unrevealed to physical scientists; for 
intellect, aided by the senses, is the only means employed by them in 
their quest for understanding. 

The rishis, on the other hand, did not entirely depend upon reason, 
as this word is usually understood. They developed another faculty of 
understanding, which is called bodhi, or deeper consciousness. The 
seeker of Brahmavidya wakened the subtle power of the mind and 
senses by means of concentration and self--control. By withdrawing the 
sense;; from outer objects, he made the scattered mind one·pointed. This 
practice of concentration presently endowed it with keenness, depth, 
and a new intensity, and as the power of concentration increased, the 
::reker became aware of deeper phases of existence. Instinct reason and 
mtuition, or higher consciousness-the three instruments ~f knowledge 
-all are differing states of the same mind. Hence a lower state can 
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he developed into a higher. The means to this end, however, are 
not external instruments but appropriate disciplines directed within. 

The Vedic teacher prepared the soil of his disciple's mind before 
giving him any instruction regarding Brahman. Moreover, there were 
occasions when the instruction given was not oral. An ancient Sanskrit 
text says: "The teacher explains in silence and the disciple's doubts are 
resolved." When a pupil approached the preceptor for instruction, often 
he would be asked to meditate on the problem and seek the answer from 
within his own self. And so we read in the Taittiriya Upanishad80 that 
Bhrigu came to his father Varuna and asked: "Revered sir, teach me 
Brahman." Varuna did not give him a direct reply; he asked the boy 
to practise meditation and austerities. Bhrigu followed this advice and 
came to the conclusion that food alone was Brahman. He was asked to 
meditate again. This time he realized that prina alone was Brahman. 
His father exhorted him to concentrate further. At last the nature of 
Brahman was revealed in Bhrigu's heart and he realized that Brahman 
is Anandam, Bliss Absolute. 31 

The Upanishads teach the truth-unknown to the sense-organs­
regarding living beings (jivas), the universe (jagat), and God (ltvara). 
They describe the nature and attributes of Brahman, Its reality and mani· 
festations, Its powers and aspects. They also describe the creation, 
preservation, and u1timate dissolution of the tm.iverse, and the changes 
and modi6.cations of nature (prakriti). Furthermore, the Upanishads 
<leal with the development of the individual soul (jiva), its evolution 
and its destiny, its bondage and its freedom. The relationship between 
matter and Spirit, between God, the universe, and living beings, also 
belongs to the subject matter of the Upanishads. These concerns relate 
to a supersensuous realm unknowable to a man's everyday state of con­
sciousness. Yet the weal and woe and the good and evil of a man 
depend, in a special manner, upon his knowledge of these things. For 
man is rooted in a reality far deeper than is apparent to the senses. Just 
as only a small portion of an iceberg is visible, so only a small portion 
of man is available to the senses, no matter how they may be magnified. 
The solution of many of our most vital problems must come, therefore, 
from regions beyond the scope of the ordinary facu1ty of reason. 

Is there a soul apart from the body'? What happens to the soul after 
the death of the body? If a soul survives the destruction of the body, 
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does it ever return to earth? Is a man responsible for his good and bad 
action? What is the goal and purpose of human life? 

Our conduct and work depend upon our answers to these questions. 
And yet we cannot answer them intelligendy with an intellect aided 
only by the senses. 

Or again: Does God exist? Is God just and compassionate? Or is He 
unconcerned about man, regarding him with indifferent eyes? Is God 
endowed with a form or is He formless? Has He attributes or is He 
attributeless? Is He immanent in the universe or is He transcendent? 
Or is He both? Is the universe real or wl!eal? Does it exist outside man's 
mind or is it a figment of his imagination? Is the universe beginningless. 
or has it a beginning'? Has the Godhead become the universe or has. 
He made it, like a watch, or is the universe a mere appearance super· 
imposed upon the Godhead through an inscrutable illusion of some 
kind, like a mirage upon a desert? And if the universe is not unreal, is 
it finite or infinite? 

An inquiring mind longs to llnd satisfactory answers to these philo­
sophical questions; but there is no human means to satisfy such a 
longing. Only the Knowledge of Brahman can break the "fetters of the 
heart" and solve all doubts. This is the Hindu view. That is why the 
Lord Himself promulgated this Knowledge in the world through the 
rishis. The more a man's intelligence deepens, the more his heart is 
made pure and his mental horizon widens, the more will he understand 
and appreciate their teachings, as preserved in the Vedas and Upani· 
shads. 

One can hardly exaggerate the inBuence of the Vedas upon the 
individual and collective life of the Hindus. Since the days of their 
greatness, both the political and the religious life of India have under· 
gone tremendous changes. Many aggressive races have entered the 
country from outside and been absorbed in this melting-pot; other 
powerful cultures have retained their individual traits, like the ingredi· 
ents in a huge salad-bowl. Foreign conquerors have sought, by various 
means, to impose their customs and ideals upon Hindu society. Never· 
theless, through all these vicissitudes, the Hindu world as a whole has 
retained its loyalty to the Vedas and still recognizes them as the highest 
authority in religious matters. 

The outer forms of the Hindu religion have certainly changed. 
Modem Hindus do not perform sacrifices like their ancestors. The wor­
ship in the temples has been influenced by the Smritis and the Pucinas. 
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Tantra has also left its impression upon the worship in many parts of 
the country. Yet underlying all of this there are certain fundamental 
truths, taught in the Upanishads, to which the Hindus have always 
adhered. It is this £lexibility of the Hindu mind in adapting itself to 
the demands of changing circumstances, while remaining true to the 
immutable ideals of religion, that accounts for the marvellous vitality 
and the enduring character of the spiritual culture of India. Even now 
the Vedic rituals are observed at the time of birth, marriage, death, and 
other important occasions of a man's life. Every orthodox Hindu belong­
ing to the three upper castes recites, three times a day during his 
prayers, the same selections from the Vedas which his forbears repeated 
6ve thousand years ago, while his daily obligatory religious devotions 
are the remnants of similar obligatory sacrifices of the Vedic period. 

Indian philosophy is divided into two classes: onhodox and heter­
odox. The orthodox philosophy is, again, subdivided into six groups. 
These groups are called orthodox because they rest upon the Vedas, not 
because they accept the idea of a Creator God. The 5amkhya 
philosophy, one of the orthodox systems, does not believe in God as the 
Creator of the universe. Jainism and Buddhism, on the other hand, are 
called unorthodox because they do not accept the Vedas as their 
authority. Yet they, too, have incorporated in their systems many of the 
Vedic doctrines. Thus the Vedas have in8uenced every vital phase of 
Hindu life. The Smritis and other canonical laws, which govern the 
life of a Hindu, derive their validity from the Vedas. In Hindu society 
the laws that regulate the inheritance of property, adoption of children, 
and other social, legal, domestic, and religious customs, claim to 
derive their authority from the Vedas. Hindu society has always drawn 
its power and vision from the spiritual experiences of its ancient seers. 
Under the crust of the many supersdtions of the present-day society, 
the penetrating eye can still discern the shining core of the Vedic 
wisdom. 

Yet this wisdom, the Knowledge of Brahman, is not the monopoly of 
any country, sect, or race. It was developed in a special manner on 
the banks of the Ganges and the Indus by the Indo-Aryan seers; never­
theless, like Brahman Itself, Brahmavidyii is universaL It belongs to 
all peoples and all times. It is the universal truth that is the common 
essence of all religions and faiths. 

DISCUSSION OF BRAHMAN IN THE 
UPANISHADS 

THE INDO-ARYAN THINKERS, as early as the times of the 
Rig-Veda, recognized the eternal Unity of Existence which "holds in 
Its embrace all that has come to be." This Unity pervades the universe 
and yet remains beyond it. All objects, animate and inanimate, are 
included in It. Gods, men, and subhuman beings are parts of It. As the 
unchanging Reality behind the universe, It was called Brahman by 
the Hindu philosophers; and as the indestructible Spirit in man, It was 
called A.tman. Brahman and Atman, identical in nature, were the 
First Principle, 

Derived from a root which means "to expand," the word Brahman 
denotes the Entity to whose greatness, magnitude, or expansion no one 
can put a limit or measure. The word A.tman is used to denote the 
immutable inner Consciousness, which experiences gross objects during 
the waking state, subtle objects during the dream state, and during 
?reamless deep, when the subject-object relationship ceases to exist, an 
meffable bliss. This is the unchanging and transcendental Conscious­
ness in man, present in his every act of cognition, no matter what the 
level or state of the experience. 

Badarayana Vyiisa, in the Brahma Sutras, describes Brahman as that 
"from which proceed the origin, the sustenance, and the dissolution" of 
the universe. He further states that the Vedas are the source of this 
Knowledge of Brahman, and that in Brahman all Vedantic texts find 
their agreement and harmony. It is Brahman alone that appears as the 
universe, We read in the Upanishads: "All is, indeed, Brahman"; ''The 
soul is Brahman"; "Brahman is Consciousness and Bliss"; ''There is no 
multiplicity whatsoever." 

THE TWO ASPECTS OF BRAHMAN 

The Upanishads describe Brahman as having two aspects: the one 
devoid of any qualifying characteristics (nirviSesha) and the other ,, 
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endowed with qualities (saviSesha). The former is called also the 
Supreme Brahman (Para Brahman), while the latter is called the 
Inferior Brahman (Apara Brahman). The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 
describes the two forms as "gross and subtle, mortal and immortal, 
limited and unlimited, defined and undefined."1 

When Brahman is said to be devoid of qualifying characteristics 
what is meant is that the Supreme Brahman cannot be pointed out or 
described by any characteristic signs; It is not to be comprehended by 
means of any attributes or indicative marks. For this reason It is called 
the unqualified (Nirguna) and unconditioned (Nirvikalpa) Brahman; 
It is devoid of any limiting adjunct (nirupii.dhi). 

The Inferior Brahman, on the other hand, can be described by certain 
characteristic signs and recognized by virtue of Its attributes and proper 
marks. "Brahman," states Sankarichiirya in his commentary on Brahma 
Sutras I. i. 2, "is apprehended under two forms: in the first place, as 
qualified by limiting conditions owing to the multiformity of the 
evolutions of name and form; in the second place, as being the opposite 
of this, that is to say, as being free from all limiting conditions what­
ever. Compare," says he, "the following passages: 'For where there is 
duality, as it were, then one sees another; but when only the Self is all 
this how should one see another?'2 'Where one sees nothing else, hears 
nothing else, understands nothing else-that is the Infinite. ~here one 
sees something else, hears something else, understands somethmg else­
that is the finite. The Infinite is immortal; the finite, mortal. 'a 'The wise 
one who, having produced all forms and made all names, sits calling 
[things by their names].'' 'Who is without parts, without a~tions,. tran· 
quil, faultless, taintless, the highest bridge to Immortahty-hke a 
fire that has consumed its fuel.'5 'Not this, not this.'6 'It is neither 
gross nor minute, neither short nor long.'7 These passages, with many 
others, declare Brahman to possess two forms, according as It is the 
object either of Knowledge or of ignorance (avidy3)." 

A striking passage regarding the attributeless Brahman declares: "It 
is neither gross nor minute, neither short nor long, neither redness nor 

1 Br. Up. II. iii. I. 
2 Br. Up. IV. v. 15. 
8 Chh. !Jp. VII. ;u;iv. I. 
4 Tai. Ar. Ill. xii. 7, 
~ Svet. Up. VI. 19. 
"Br. Up. II. iii. 6. 
'1 Br. Up. m. viii. 8. 
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moisture, neither shadow nor darkness, neither air nor iikiiSa, unattached, 
without savour or odour, without eyes or ears, without vocal organ or 
mind, non-luminoUs, without vital force or mouth, without measure, 
and without interior or exterior.''8 The Inferior Brahman, Brahman 
with positive attributes, on the other hand, has been described as He 
''whose body is spirit, whose form is light, whose thoughts are true, 
whose nature is like ii.ka§a, from whom all works, all desires, all odours, 
and all tastes proceed.''9 The Upanishads tend to designate Brahman 
with attributes by the masculine "He," and the attributeless Brahman 
by the neuter "It.'' 

But what is the final conclusion of the Upanishads concerning the 
ultimate nature of Brahman? Is the ultimate Brahman devoid of 
attributes or is It endowed with them? Sankarichiirya affirms that the 
purpose of Vedanta is to establish the attributeless Brahman as Ultimate 
Reality. He states, in his commentary on Brahma Sutras III. ii. 11, that 
though Brahman has been described in the Upanishads as both Nirguna 
and Sagona, yet the goal of the scriptures is to uphold the uncondi· 
tioned and attributeless Brahman as the Supreme Truth, and not the 
other; for the Upanishads, everywhere, when attempting to describe 
the ultimate nature of Brahman, have spoken of It as free of all 
attributes-for example, in such passages as the following: "Which is 
soundless, intangible, formless, undecaying.''10 

Riimii.nuja the chief exponent of the QualiS.ed Non-dualistic School 
of Vedanta declares, on the other hand, that the goal of the scriptures 
is to demo~strate the ultimate reality of Brahman as endowed with 
benign qualities only and free from all blemish. Sankaricharya, there­
fore, stands as the upholder of an unconditioned and attributeless 
Brahman, while Ramiinuja represents the belief in a Brahman abound· 
ing in blessed attributes.11 

"Which is the true purport of Vedanta? We shall attempt to show, in 
the following pages, that Brahman is one and without a second ~d that 
the same Brahman has been described in two ways from two pomts of 
view. The one may be called the empirical or ordinary ( vy3.vahii.rib) 
point of view, and the other, the real or transcendental (paramarthika). 

s Br. Up. III. viii. 8. 
11 Chh. Up. III. riv. 2. 

10 Ka. Up. I. iii. 15. 
11 There are other schools of Vedanta. One, for example, propounded by 

Nimbiirka, says that there are in Brahman both non-duality and duality 
(dvaitidvaita), and that the two aspects are equally reaL 
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The 6rst is upheld by those who regard the world as real and there­
fore describe Brahman as its omnipotent and omnipresent Creator 
Sustainer, and Destroyer; such a Brahman is, to· be sure, Saguna: 
endowed with attributes. But according to the opposite opinion, the 
world of names and forms is finally unreal and only Brahman exists. All 
that is perceived anywhere is Brahman alone, and this Brahman is 
unconditioned, free from all qualities or attributes. Therefore there 
can be, in truth, no such thing as a Creator, Sustainer, and Destroyer 
of the universe, endowed with omnipotence, omniscience, and other 
qualities. From this point of view Brahman is Nirguna. Thus the same 
indefinable Reality is descnOed in two different ways according to the 
point of view of the perceiver. 

In order to show that Nirguna Brahman and Saguna Brahman refer 
essentially to the same Reality, the Upanishads sometimes use in the 
same verse both neuter and masculine gender in connexion with 
Brahman: 'Which otherwise cannot be seen or seized, which is without 
origin and qualities, without eyes and ears, without hands and feet; 
which is eternal and omnipresent, all-pervading and extremely subde; 
which is imperishable and is the source of all beings."12 The italicized 
words in the original text are in the neuter gender, and the rest are in 
the masculine. 
. What we shall see is that Brahman, in association with maya, which 
IS Its own inscrutable power, becomes the Creator of the universe and 
is then called Saguna Brahman. It is then also known as the Great 
Lord (MaheSvara) and Bhagavan. "The non-dual Consciousness, which 
the knower of Truth describes as the Reality (Tattvam), is also 
Brahman and the Supreme Soul (Param3tman) and God (Bhaga­
vin)."lB 

NIRGUNA BRAHMAN 

Nirguna Brahman, as has already been stated, cannot be characterized 
by any indicative marks, qualities, or attributes. Therefore It is not de­
scribable by words. ''From whence aU speech, with the mind, turns away, 
unable to reach lt."H Sri Ramakrishna has said that all the scriptures 
and statements of holy men have been polluted, as it were, like food 
that has come in contact with the human tongue; Brahman alone 

12 M'IL Up. I. i. 6. 
H Bh. I. ii. 11. 
1
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remains unpolluted, because no tongue has been able to touch It. 
Brahman "cannot be attained by speech, by the mind, or by the eye."15 

That is why the attributeless Brahman is explained sometimes by 
silence. Sankara declares, in his commentary on Brahma Sutra.s 
III. ii. 17, that Badhva, being questioned about Brahman by Bashkalin, 
explained It to him by silence. "He said to Bashkalin: 'Learn Brahman, 
0 friend,' and became silent. Then, on a second and third questioning, 
Badhva replied: 'I am teaching you indeed, but you do not understand. 
Silence is that Self.' " 

The impossibility of knowing Brahman by any human means has 
been most emphatically expressed in the famous fonnula employed by 
Yajnavalkya: Neti, neti-"Not this, not this.'' "He, this Self, is that 
which has been described as 'Not this, not this.' "lt 

In describing the attributeless Brahman, the Upanishads employ, 
usually, the technique of negation: 

"Which otherwise cannot be seen or seized, which has no root or 
attributes, no eyes or ears, no hands or feet; ... which is imperishable 
and the source of all bein~.''11 

"Turiya (the attributeless Brahman) is not that which is conscious 
of the internal (subjective) world, nor that which is conscious of the 
external (objective) world, nor that which is conscious of both, nor that 
which is a mass of sentiency, nor that which is simple consciousness, 
nor that which is insentient. It is unperceived [by any sense-organ], 
not related [to anything], incomprehensible [to the mind], uninferable, 
unthinkable, indescribable."18 

The Upanishads abound in passages like the above, They all mean 
that Brahman is totally indescribable ·by the tongue and incomprehen· 
sible to the mind. Ultimate Reality is neither sun nor moon, neither star 
nor planet, neither god nor angel, neither man nor animal; It is not 
earth, water, fire, air, or space; It is not an object of sensation; It is 
completely different from all that is expressed by the tongue or con· 
ceived of by the mind. 

We read in the Brihadarnnyaka UpanisJuul. that the learned and 
proud Ba:Iaki approached King Aj3ta~tru and said: ''1 will tell you 
about Brahman.'' He gave twelve descriptions of Brahman as the Soul 
(Purusha) in the sun, the moon, lightning, space, the wind, fire, water, 

15 Ka. Up. II. iii. 12. 
16 Br. Up. IV. iv. 22. 
'

1 Mu. Up. I. i. 6. 
'" Mii. Up. 7. 
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and so on; but each time he was told that these deities occupy sub­
ordinate positions in the whole of nature. The king then instructed 
Balaki about Brahman through the illustration of deep sleep, which is 
the negation of all attributes and is, at the same time, the source of the 
positive experiences of the waking and the dream states.19 

A great school of Buddhist philosophers has described Ultimate 
Reality as the Void (Sunyam). A tangible object, a fruit for instance, 
is only a combination of attributes, such as colour, smell, taste, or touch. 
If these are eliminated, one by one, what remains is the Void of the 
Buddhists and the Brahman of the Vediintists. Vedanta emphasizes the 
unknowability and indescribability of Ultimate Reality. Though 
unknown and unknowable, Brahman is yet the eternal "Knower of 
knowing" and also the goal of all knowledge. It is the Consciousness 
that functions through the senses but cannot be known by them. 
"How can you know the eternal Knower?" "It is different from the 
known; It is above the unknown,"20 Brahman is neither the subject nor 
the object; It is neither the knower nor knowledge nor what is known; 
It is neither the seer nor the seeing nor what is seen; It is neither gross 
nor subtle, neither great nor small, neither being nor non-being, neither 
happiness nor unhappiness, neither mind nor matter. It is beyond all 
notions of substance and attributes. Nothing whatsoever can be 
predicated of It. Yet the search for Brahman is not futile. The Upan­
ishads reiterate that Its realization is the supreme purpose of life: 
"Having realized Atman, ... one is freed from the jaws of death.'121 

It is the Supreme Unity of all contradictions: in It alone all differences 
are harmonized. ''That which you see as other than righteousness and 
unrighteousness, other than all this cause and effect, other than what 
has been and what is to be-tell me That,"22 

Sometimes the Upanishads ascri.be to Brahman irreconcilable attri­
butes in order to deny in It all empirical predicates and to show that 
It is totally other than anything we know. ''That non-dual Atman, 
though never stirring, is swifter than the mind. The devas cannot reach 
It, for It moves ever in front. lbough standing still, It overtakes others 
who are running."23 ''Though sitting still, It travels far; though lying 
down, It goes everywhere. Who but myself can know that luminous 

18 &. Up. n. 1. 
• Ke. Up. I. 4. 
n KtJ. Up. I. iii. 15. 
22 KtJ. Up. I. ii. 14. 
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Atman who rejoices and rejoices not?"24 Brahman is often described 
as "subtler than an atom and greater than the great." The two attributes, 
though opposed to each other, are valid from the relative standpoint: 
Brahman is the essence of a subtle as well as of a gross substance. But 
these attributes do not apply to the Absolute Brahman. 

The opposing predicates in the above-mentioned passages are ascribed 
to Brahman in such a manner that they cancel each other and leave to 
the mind the idea of an indefinable Pure Consciousness free of all 
attributes. Pure Consciousness in association with material upadhis 
appears to possess empirical qualities such as nearness and dista~ce, or 
rest and movement, like a transparent crystal that assumes different 
colours in the presence of Bowers of differing hue. 

THE UNCONDITIONED (NIRUPADHIKA) BRAHMAN 

Brahman is devoid of upadbis, or limiting adjuncts. The entire 
phenomenal universe is subject to the categories of space, time, and 
causation; but Brahman, the Supreme Reality, is beyond. In contrast 
with phenomenal objects, Brahman is not in space. but is ~celess. 
Brahman is not in time but is timeless. Brahman lS not subJeCt to 
causality but independent of the causal chain. ''That which is not 
destroyed when the upadhis of time, space, and causation are destroye~, 
is Brahman, the immortal Reality.'' In describing Brahman as omru· 
present, all-pervading, unlimited, in6nitely great and infinitely small, 
the Upanishads only point out that It is absolutely spaceless. . 

''That, 0 Gargi, which is above heaven and below the earth, wh1ch 
is this heaven and earth as well as what is between them, and which 
they say was, is, and will be, is pervaded by the unmanifested aka~ 
(Brahman)."2~ 

"In the beginning Brahman was all this. He was one and infinite; 
infinite in the east, infinite in the south, in&nite in the west, infinite 
in the north, above and below and everywhere infinite. East and the 
other regions do not exist for Him-no athwart, no beneath, no above. 
The Supreme Self is not to be 6xed; He is unlimited, unborn, not to be 
reasoned about, not to be conceived."26 

What exists in space can be measured. But Brahman is beyond space, 
and therefore immeasurable. Hence It can be described equally as all-

2• Ka. Up. I. ii. 21. 
25 Br. Up. III. viii. 7. 
26 Mai. Up. VI. 17. 
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pervading, great, and omnipresent, or as atomic (anu), small as the 
point of a needle or as "the hundredth part of a hair." 

"He is my Self within the heart, smaller than a com of rice, smaller 
than a com of barley, smaller than a mustard-seed, smaller than a 
canary-seed or the kernel of a canary-seed. He is my Self within the 
heart, greater than the earth, greater than the sky, greater than the 
heaven, greater than all these worlds."21 

'The wise man, having realized the Self ... as great and all-pervad­
ing, does not grieve.''28 

"That living soul (Brahman) is to be known as part of the hundredth 
part of the point of a hair, divided a hundred times; and yet It is to be 
known as in6nite."211 

Brahman, which is spaceless and immeasurable, is also indivisible. 
For the same reason Brahman is incorporeal and partless. "Who is 
without parts, without actions, tranquil, faultless, taintless, the highest 
bridge to Immortality-like a 6re that has consumed its fuel."80 

All that exists in space is divisible and therefore subject to plu­
rality. But the indivisible and incorporeal Brahman is free from 
plurality. "What is here, the same is there; and what is there, the same 
is here. He goes from death to death who sees any difference here.''31 

The timelessness of Brahman is indicated by stating that It is free 
from the limitations of past, present, and future. Sometimes It is 
described as eternal, without beginning or end; sometimes as momentary, 
involving no time at all. "Other than what has been and what is to 
be."n "That which they say was, is, and will be."88 "At whose feet, 
rolling on, the year with its days passes by-upon that immortal Light 
of all lights, the gocls meditate as 1ongevity."34 

Brahman is described as instantaneous duration, through the illustra­
tion of lightning: "They say lightning is Brahman."3~ "It is like a Hash 
of lightning; It is like a wink of the eye."36 

Brahman is independent of causation. Causality is operative only in 
2T Chh. Up. III. xlv. 3. 
38 Kat Up. I. ii. 22. 
211 ~vet. Up. V. 9. 
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the realm of becoming and cannot affect Pure Being. Brahman is not 
the Creator of the universe in the sense that a potter is the creator of a 
pot, nor the cause of the universe in the sense that milk is the cause 
of curds. No change is possible in Brahman; It is ltself-<auseless. 
Therefore It is called the Imperishable (Aksharam). "It should be 
realized in one form only; [for] It is unknowable and eternal. The Self 
is taintless, beyond the [subtle] akaSa, birthless, infinite, and constant.''~' 
In other words, Brahman is free from all the transformations of birth, 
death, growth, decline, increase, and decrease. 'The knowing Self is not 
hom; It does not die. It has not sprung from anything; nothing has 
sprung hom It. Birthless, eternal, everlasting, and ancient, It is not 
killed when the body is killed."38 

BMHMAN IS UNKNOWABLE 

It has already been stated that the Supreme Brahman cannot be 
identified by any characteristic sign or attribute. Therefore It is declared 
10 be indescribable in words and unknowable to the mind (av8ngma­
nasagochararn). How is an object knownil Either by a sense-organ or 
by the mind. Form is the object of the eye; sound, of the ear; touch, of 
the skin; smell, of the nose; and taste, of the tongue. But Brahman is 
without form, sound, touch, smell, or taste. ''His form is not an object 
of vision; no one beholds Him with the eyc."89 The mind is termed by 
some Hindu psychologists the sixth organ of perception; by means of 
it one experiences such feelings as pleasure and pain, elation and 
depression. The determinative faculty of the mind is called the buddhi. 
'Nhen an object is grasped by the buddhi, it is already conditioned by 
the buddhi. But the infinite Brahman is unconditioned. Therefore It 
is not grasped by the buddhi. The light of Brahman endows the senses 
and the mind with their sentiency; they cannot enlighten Brahman. 

To be known, a thing must be made an object. Brahman, as Pure 
Consciousness, is the eternal Subject; It cannot be made an object. One 
must presuppose Brahman in order to know objects; therefore one 
cannot know It as an object. Brahman, the substratum of all experience, 
'(;annot Itself be an object of experience. But, more properly, one cannot 
even say that Brahman is a subject; for a subject must have an object 
that it perceives. Nothing exists, however, except Brahman. All that 
can be said, then, of Brahman is that It is. 

8
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"How can It be realized in any other way than by the affirmation of 
him who says: 'He is'?"{{) "He by whom Brahman is not known, knows 
It; he by whom It is known, knows It not. It is not known by those 
who know It; It is known by those who do not know lt."41 As long as 
one is conscious of the duality of subject and object, one does not know 
Brahman. The realization of this transcendent Absolute is an inexpress­
ible experience in which the distinction between subject, object, and 
knowledge is annihilated and they become one. 

Since Brahman, as the "Knower of knowing," can never become an 
object for us, It is called unknowable. "You cannot see That which is 
the Witness of vision; you cannot hear That which is the Hearer of 
hearing; you cannot think of That which is the Thinker of thought; 
you cannot know That which is the Knower of knowledge."4~ "He is 
never seen, but is the Witness; He is never heard, but is the Hearer; 
He is never thought of, but is the Thinker; He is never known, but is 
the Knower. There is no other witness but Him, no other hearer but 
Him, no other thinker but Him, no other knower but Him."U "That 
which cannot be expressed by speech, but by which speech is expressed 
-That alone know as Brahman, and not that which people here wor­
ship. That which cannot be apprehended by the mind, but by which, 
they say, the mind is apprehended-That alone know as Brahman, 
and not that which people here worship.""" 

Brahman is unknowable for still another reason: It is bhuma, infinite. 
''The Infinite (bhuma) is bliss; there is no bliss in anything finite. 
Infinity alone is bliss. This Infinity, however, we must desire to 
understand."411 

What is the Infinite? This is how It is described in the Upanishads: 
'Where one sees nothing else, hears nothing else, understands nothing 
else-that is the Infinite. Where one sees something else, hears some­
thing else, understands something else-that is the finite. The Infinite 
is immortal; the finite, mortal. Sir, in what does the Infinite rest? 
In Its own greatness--no, not even in greatness."« 

Brahman is "one and without a second''-ekamevadvitiyam. The 
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second part of this phrase ("and without a second"), qualifying the first 
("one"), is important; for what it means is that Brahman is not one in 
the sense that the sun or the moon is one, or in the sense that the 
God of the monotheist is one. In such a case there is a perceiver of the 
oneness--which implies duality. When the non-duality of Brahman 
is completely realized, there is absolutely no consciousness of subject 
and object; the distinction between perceiver and perceived is an­
nihilated and they become one. 

Three kinds of difference are distinguished in the relative world: 
(1) A tree is different (vijitiya-bheda) from a stone. (2) The oak is 
different (svajiitiya-bheda) from the poplar, (3) In the same tree, the 
blossom is different (svagata-bheda) from the leaf. All of these differ­
ences disappear in Brahman, which is homogeneous Consciousness 
without a break. That is why Brahman is unknowable. 

"Because when there is duality, as it were, then one smells something, 
one sees something, one hears something, one speaks something, one 
thinks something, one knows something. [But] when to the knower 
of Brahman everything has become the Self, then what should one 
smell and by what means, what should one see and by what means, 
what should one hear and by what means, what should one speak and 
by what means, what should one know and by what means'? By what 
means should one know That, owing to which all this is known-by 
what means, 0 Maitreyi, should one know the Knower?"47 

SACHCHIDANANDA (EXISTENCE-KNOWLEDGE-BLISS 
ABSOLUTE) 

The Vedanta philosophy often describes Brahman by the tenn 
Sachchidinanda, a compound consisting of three words: Sat (Existence, 
Reality, or Being), Chit (Consciousness, or Knowledge), and Anandam 
(Bliss). This term, however, does not appear in any of the principal 
Upanishads, though Brahman is often described in them by such 
separate terms as Reality, Consciousness, and Bliss. "He perceived that 
Bliss is Brahman, for from Bliss these beings are born; by Bliss, when 
born, they live; into Bliss they enter at their death."48 "Brahman is 
Reality, Consciousness, and Infinity.""" "Brahman is Knowledge."50 

"' Br. Up. II. iv. 14. 
18 Tai. Up. Ill. vi. l. 
49 Tai. Up. II. i. 1. 
110 Tai. Up. II. v. 1. 
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"Brahman is Knowledge and Bliss.":ll The Brihadaranyakn Upanishad 
asks us to worship Brahman as Prajnii (Consciousness), as Satyam 
(Truth), and as Anandam (Bliss). Nevertheless, it is only in the 
minor Upanishads that the compound tenn Sachchidananda occurs as 
an epithet of Brahman.62 

Is this epithet meant to apply to the unconditioned Nirguna Brahman, 
or to Sagona Brahman, Brahman with attributes.l According to some, 
the words Sat, Chit, and Anandam refer to Saguna Brahman; according 
to others, to Nirguna Brahman. The former group contends that the 
words are positive characterizing terms, and therefore cannot be em· 
ployed in connexion with the Supreme Brahman, which is to be 
described, as we have already seen, only by negation. The Supreme 
Brahman is neither being nor non-being, neither consciousness nor 
matter, neither happiness nor unhappiness. ''When the light has risen, 
there is no day, no night, neither existence nor non-existence; Siva 
(the Blessed One) alone is there."58 Likewise, Consciousness is denied 
in the Supreme Brahman. It is one and without a second. Nothing 
exists besides. How, then, can Brahman be Consciousness, in the 
absence of an object? When there is duality, then one knows another; 
but when the Self alone is all, how should one know another?114 In 
reply, it cannot be contended that the Supreme Brahman knows Itself, 
that It is both subject and object; for, as Sankaracharya says, the non­
dual Atman cannot be, at the same rime, both the knower and the 
object of knowledge, since It is pardess; it is unreasonable to apply 
simultaneously the notion of knower and object of knowledge to what 
is incorporeal. And finally, for the same reasons, Anandam cannot be an 
epithet appropriate to the Brahman without attributes. According to this 
school, therefore, the epithet Sachchidiinanda can apply only to Sagona 
Brahman, the Great Lord (Mahdvara), who, by means of maya, 
becomes the Creator, Preserver, and Destroyer of the universe. 

But according to the other view, Sat, Chit, and Anandarn can very 
well refer to the attributeless Brahman; for these words are used, it is 
declared, in a negative sense. Sat indicates that Brahman is not non· 

nt Br. Up. III. ix. 28. 
u Nririmhauttarotdpini Up. VI, VII; Ramapurootdpinl Up. V. 8; Rdmaut­

tat"atdpinl Up. II; Mal. Up. III. 12. {The references in this note are taken 
from The One Hundred and Eight Upanishads, published by the Nirnayasigar 
Press, Bombay; third edition.) 
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being; Chit, that Brahman is not nescient; and Anandam, that Brahman 
is not a mere absence of pain. By such denial the positive nature of 
Brahman as the Absolute is affirmed. 

Brahman does not exist as an empirical object-for instance, like a 
pot or a tree-but as Absolute Existence, without which material 
objects would not be perceived to exist, Just as a mirage cannot be 
seen without the desert, which is its unrelated substratum, so also the 
universe cannot exist without Brahman. Further, when the Vedantic 
process of negation is followed, step by step, to its conclusion, there 
remains a residuum of existence, or being. No object, illusory 
or otherwise, could exist without the foundation of an immutable 
Existence; and that is Brahman. Therefore the tenn Sat, or Existence, 
as applied to Brahman, is to be understood as the negation of both 
empirical reality and its correlative, unreality. 

The Chit, or Consciousness, of Brahman, unlike the consciousness 
of the mind, is not related to an object. That Chit is Absolute Con· 
sciousness, which illumines the activities of the senses and mind during 
their states of waking and dreaming, as well as their inactivity in 
dreamless sleep. 

Likewise, Anandam, or Absolute Bliss, must be understood as the 
negation of the happiness that we ordinarily know or experience from 
the contact of a sense-organ with its object. It may be likened to the 
bliss that accompanies deep sleep, when the distinction of subject and 
object is effaced and when, therefore, empirical consciousness itself 
ceases to function. The knower of Truth always experiences this Bliss 
devoid of the relationship of subject and object. 

Sat, Chit, and Anandam-Existence, Consciousness, and Bliss­
then, are not attributes of Brahman, but Its very essence. Brahman is 
not endowed with them: Brahman is Existence itself, Consciousness 
itself, and Bliss itself. In the Absolute there is no distinction between 
substance and attributes. Sat, Chit, and Anandam denote the same 
entity: when one of them is present, the other two are also present. 
Absolute Being is Absolute Consciousness and Absolute Bliss. 

Let us see, therefore, what the Upanishads have to say about these 
separate epithets of Brahman, since, as we have mentioned, the com­
pound term does not appear until a later period of Vedantic thought. 

llRAHMAN AS SAT (EXISTENCE) 

In describing the true nature of Brahman, the Upanishads fre­
quently use the term Satyam, which means Truth, Reality, Being, 
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dlfi . "liii"J Existence. "Brahman is Being, Consciousness, an n ruty. n 
the beginning, my dear, there was That only which is one only, with­
out a second."so It is the True. It is the Self. And thou, 0 Svetaketu, 

art lt.".ti7 

There are, to be sure, passages in the Upanishads which state that 
non-being was in the beginning: "In the beginning all this was non-

! d . "118 ........._., 
existent. It became existent; it grew. t tume mto an egg. 1m 
universe, in truth, in the beginning was nothing at all. There was 
no heaven no earth, no atmosphere. This being, that was solely non­
being, con~eived a wish: 'May I be.' "1111 As early as th: Rig-Veda, it 
is said of the primeval condition of things that at that time there was 
na asat, na u sat, neither non-being nor being. But in these texts "non­
being" is used in the sense of "non-manifestation." That is to say, before 
the creation of names and forms, these things existed only in an un­
manifested state. The word sat (being) in the Rig-Veda signifies em­

pirical being. 
Non-being, in the absolute sense, cannot be in the beginning. "'In 

the beginning, my dear, there was that only which is one only: wi~hout 
a o;econd; others say, in the beginning there was that only wh1ch 1s not 
one only, without a second; and from that whi~h is not, that w~ich is 
was born. But how could it be thus, my dear? the father contmued. 
'How could that which is be born out of that which is not? No, my 
dear, only that which is was in the beginning, one only, without a 
second.' "60 

The word beginning (agre) in the text quoted above does not denote 
time. It indicates Brahman in Its purest essence, unassociated with the 
upidhis of creation, preservation, and destruction. Brahman is beyond 
time. Time, space, and causality belong to maya. Not only before 
creation, but always, Brahman is Pure Consciousness, one and without 

a second. 
''Its secret name is Satyasya Satyam, the Truth of truth.''81 This 

remarkable statement points out that Brahman alone is Ultimate Reality 

ee Tal. Up. II. i. 3. 
118 Chh. Up. VI. ii. 1. 
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and that the reality of the tangible universe is only apparent and de­
rivative. The empirical rea1ity of things is derived from the Absolute 
Reality of Brahman, as the apparent reality of a mira~e is derived from 
the reality of the desert. The universe is transitory, perishable, and 
changing. Brahman, on the contrary, is etcmal, undecaying, and im­
mutable. What is the meaning of empirical rea1ity? An empirically real 
object is, indeed, non-real. Like a dream, it has not existed in the past, 
will not exist in the future, but exists only at the time it is perceived. 
Or it existed yesterday but does not exist now, Or it does not exist now 
but may come into being tomorrow. An object perceived in the waking 
state may not be seen in dreams; or what is seen in dreams may not 
be seen in the waking state or in deep sleep. Such an object is said to 
be empirically real; but it is ultimately unreal and non-existent. 'That 
which does not exist in the beginning and in the end is necessarily so 
(non-existent) in the middle. Objects are like the illusions we see; 
still they are regarded as if real."illl 

But Brahman alone, as Being, exists always-in the past, present, 
and future. "In the beginning all this was A.tman only, one and without 
a second."63 "Atman alone is all this.''84 The word this in the texts 
quoted above denotes the tangible universe. According to the Upan· 
ishads, this transitory and empirical universe, when free from maya­
which, as will be explained later, is the cause of the manifestation of 
the diversity of names and forms-is Brahman alone. 

Brahman is the very root of the universe. "Seek after its root, which 
is the True. Yes, all these creatures, my son, have their root in the True, 
they dwell in the True, they rest in the True.''GG Everything per­
ceived is, in essence, Brahman alone. "All this is verily Brahman."" 

The multiplicity that people take to be real is not truly so. ''There 
is no second thing separate from It which It can see.''87 ''Through the 
mind alone [purified by Knowledge] is It to be realized. There is no 
differentiation whatsoever in Brahman, He goes from death to death 
who sees in It, as it were, differentiation.''G8 

What, then, is this duality or multiplicity, whose reality the Upan-

82 Ma. Up. Gau. Ka. II. 6. 
<!3. A£. Up. I. i. 1. 
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68 Chh. Up. III. xiv. 1. 
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ishads so vehemently deny in order to demonstrate the sole Reality 
of Brahman? This duality is maya. "If the manifold universe had 
real existence, one could then speak of its di~ppearance. This duality 
is only maya; non-duality alone is real."69 Duality is but an appearance, 
perceived as real when the Truth is hidden_; but jni.ite dv~~ na 
vidyate-"when the Truth is revealed, duality does not eXIst. AU 
experiences in the empirical world are miiyii. "When t~ere is duality, 
as it were then one smells something, one sees somethmg, one hears 
something: one says something."70 The phrase "a~ it were" (~va) is the 
very crux of the Upanishadic instruction regarding the umverse and 
our daily life in it. Whenever the Upanishads seem to concede the 

h h " . " reality of the world, even in the slightest degree, t e p rase as It were 
is to be added; for anything "other" than Brahman is an appearance 

only. . , 
In the Chhi.indogya Upanishad there is a celebrated scene m whtch 

the sage Aruni gives instruction to his son.11 "Svetaketu," says the 
father "since you are so conceited, considering yourself so well read, 
and ~ stem, my dear, have you ever asked for that instruction by which 
we hear what cannot be heard, by which we perceive what cannot be 
perceived by which we know what cannot be known?" "What is that 
instructio~, sir?" asks the son. Aruni replies: "My dear, just as by one 
clod of day all that is made of day may be known, the diff~ce 
(vikira)T2 being only a name, arising from speech, but the truth being 
that all is clay; and just as, my dear, by one nugget of gold all that is 
made of gold may be known, the difference being only a name arising 
from speech, but the truth being that all is gold ... even so, my dear, 
is that instruction." 

The effect, apart from the cause, is nothing but a name, a mere 
matter of words; it i~ in essence, the same as the cause. We distinguish 
the effect from the cause by superimposing upon the latter a name and 
a form to serve a practical purpose of life in the empirical world. This 
name and form, apart from the substratum, is miiyli. Practically, one 
may sec a gold bracelet or a gold earring and the difference between 
them, but in truth they are only gold. It is the same with the ocean 
and its waves, which are identical in essence. Likewise, the non-dual 
Brahman alone appears as the universe and its objects. Just as, from 

1111 Mil. Up. Gau. Kii. I. 17. 
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the standpoint of name and form, one distinguishes between a bracelet 
and an earring, so also, from the standpoint of name and form, one 
makes distinctions between the various objects of the world; yet all 
are, in reality, Brahman. For nothing whatsoever exists but Brahman. 
If a man believes that he sees something other than Brahman, he is 
being deceived by an illusion. What an ignorant person, a victim of 
miiyii, regards as the universe, endowed with names and forms and 
characterized by the interplay of the pairs of opposites, is realized by 
the illumined soul to be the non-dual Bmhman, just as the water of a 
mirage, which is seen by a deluded man, is realized by a knowing 
person to be dry sand. But samsiira, or the relative world, as such, the 
Upanishad warns, is not Brahman, or Ultimate Reality. Time, space, 
and causation, which are projected by miiyii, create samsiira and account 
for its unreality. Miiyii itself is unreal. 

The perception of difference is the cause of fear and grief. 'The 
briihmin rejects one who knows him as different from the Self. The 
kshattriya rejects one who knows him as different from the Self. 
The worlds reject one who knows them as different from the Self. The 
gods reject one who knows them as different from the Self. The beings 
reject one who knows them as different from the Self. The All rejects 
one who knows it as different from the Self. This brahmin, this 
kshattriya, these worlds, these gods, these beings, and this All arc 
the Self.''Ta 'That which is the subtle essence (the root of all)-in It 
all that exists has its self. It is the True. It is the Self. And thou, 0 
Svetaketu, art lt."14 

There are passages in the Upanishads which, in order to emphasize 
the sole reality of Brahman, describe all objects as Its manifestations 
or expressions. "As a spider moves along the thread [that it produces], 
and as from a 6re tiny sparks fly in all directions, so from the Self 
emanate all organs and all the worlds, all gods, all beings."76 

''This Brahmii, this Indra, this Creator, all these gods, these 6ve 
great elements-earth, air, space, water, 6re--and all these small crea­
tures, these other creatures, these seeds of creation, and these egg-born, 
these womb-hom, these sweat-hom, these earth-born, horses, cows, men, 
elephants,. and whatever else breathes and moves, or llie~as well as 
whatever is immovable-these all are guided by Knowledge (Pra-

Ts Br. Up. IT. lv. 6. 
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jnanam) and supported by Knowledge. The universe has Knowledge 
for its eyes. Knowledge is the foundation. Knowledge is Brahman."76 

Since the apparent multiplicity is in essence Brahman, one must 
undezstand Brahman to understand the universe. "By the realization of 
the Self, my dear, through hearing, rdl.ection, and meditation, all this 
is known."71 The rishis of ancient times, endowed with the Knowledge 
of Brahman, confidently declared their omniscience. "Great house­
holders and great knowers of the Vedas, of olden times, who knew 
this, declared the same, saying: 'No one can henceforth mention to 
us anything that we have not heard, perceived, or known.' "78 There­
fore Brahman, Absolute Being, is Ultimate Reality. ''The whole uni­
verse is filled by this Person (Purusha), to whom there is nothing 
superior, from whom there is nothing different, than whom there is 
nothing smaller or larger, who stands alone, silent as a tree, established 
in His resplendent glory.''79 

BMHMAN AS CHIT (CONSCIOUSNESS) 

Many philosophers in the East and the West have come to the con­
clusion that the soul is to be conceived of as something similar to 
reason, spirit, thought, or intelligence. The very conception of A.tman 
in the Upanishads implies that the First Principle of things must above 
all be sought in man's inmost self. The core of Yajnavalkya's teachings 
in the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad is that Brahman, or Atman, is the 
knowing subject within us. In the fourth section of chapter three of 
this Upanishad, Ushasta challenges Yajnavalkya to explain "Brahman 
that is immediate and direct-the Self that is within all." Yajnavalkya 
replies with a reference to Atman, which animates the activities of the 
pri.na, or vital breath. Pressed further by his opponent, he answers: 
"You cannot see That which is the Seer of seeing; you cannot hear 
That which is the Hearer of hearing; you cannot think of That which 
is the Thinker of thought; you cannot know That which is the Knower 
of knowledge. This is your Self, that is within all; everything else 
but This is perishable." 

How is the mental fonn of an object illumined by the light of 
Atman? The image of an object is carried to the brain by a sense-organ, 

' 0 At. up. m. i. s. 
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for instance the eye. After passing through various sheaths (koSas),SO 
it reaches at last, according to the Hindu psychologists, the sheath of 
the intellect. There the light of Brahman, or the Self, which is reflected 
in the intellect, illumines the mental state regarding the object, and 
thus one becomes aware of it. The mental image of the object is trans-­
formed into knowledge of the object. But this mental state is imper­
manent, therefore the consciousness--which in reality is Brahman­
associated with the mental state appears to be impermanent. 

A colourless crystal, as we have said, in the proximity of Sowers of 
different hues appears to be blue, red, yellow, or pink. Likewise, Pure 
Consciousness, which is a man's inmost Self, when associated with 
the upadhis of different mental states, appears in different forms. One 
has the knowledge of a tree, a house, a stone, or any other object, and 
consciousness appears in association with these objects. Or one feels 
happy, unhappy, greedy, lustful, or angry, and again consciousness 
appears only in association. One believes that the Self is happy or 
unhappy. These emotions, however, do not pertain to the Self. They 
belong only to the mind, and the mind is not Atman, though it is the 
instrument through which the Consciousness of Atman manifests itself. 
Consciousness, which is a homogeneous entity, is in itself eternal not 
discontinuous. It remains the same in past, present, and future. It' does 
not come into existence, nor is it ever destroyed. This Consciousness 
is Brahman. 

Generally the experiences in the waking state are different from the 
experiences of a dream, and these again from those of deep sleep. But 
the Consciousness that illumines all the three mental states never 
changes. The most graphic exposition of Atman as the Knowing Sub­
~ect, persisting without change through the states of waking, dream­
mg, and deep sleep, death, rebirth, and the final Liberation of the 
soul, is given in the third section of the fourth chapter of the Brihad­
nranyaka Upanishad. Here King Janaka asks of Yajnavalkya: "What 
serves a man for a light?" The sage first gives the simple answer 
that the sun serves a man for light: by the light of the sun he sits, 
goes out, works, and returns home. When, however, the sun has set? 
asks the king. The moon, replies the sage. And when the moon 
also has set?-Fire. And when the fire is extinguished?-The voice. 
But when the voice also is silenced? At last Yajnavalkya has to give 
the real answer. Then "the Self serves as his light. It is through the 

80 See Self-Knowledge, by Swami Nikhilananda, p. 81 ff. 



44 THE UPANISHADS 

light of the Self that he sits, goes out, works, and returns home." 
What is this Self? It is the inlinite Consciousness dwelling within 
him, in the midst of his organs, and identiJied with his intellect. It is 
the light within his heart. It roams through the world of waking and 
dreaming, assuming the likeness of the intellect. It moves through this 
life and the hereafter and shares in their experiences of good and evil. 
In dreams it puts aside the waking body and creates a dream body. 
It creates dream objects: chariots, animals, and roads; pleasures, joys, 
and delights; lakes, pools, and rivers. The Self is the creator in the 
dream and Itself is the light to illumine the dream objects. lt enjoys 
Itself in the company of women, laughing; sometimes It sees frightful 
things. Mterwards the Self moves into a state of deep sleep and there 
experiences complete rest and peace, owing to the absence of subject 
and object and of desires. Like a great fish swimming alternately to 
both banks of a river, the infinite Self moves to both these states, 
dreaming and waking; then, just as a hawk or a falcon 8ying in the 
sky becomes tired and, stretching its wings, proceeds, soaring, to its 
nest, so does the infinite Self proceed to the state of deep sleep, where 
It feels no desires and sees no dreams. In that state the Self has no 
consciousness of objects and yet is not unconscious. 

But nevertheless, though moving-as it were-through the three 
states of waking, dreaming, and deep sleep, or through different births, 
the Self remains-in reality-untouched by their experiences; for 
"nothing cleaves to the Self." 

It is the inner Consciousness, the Self, that is the real agent of per­
ception; the senses are mere instruments. "He who knows: 'Let me 
smell this'-he is Annan; the nose is the instrument of smelling. He 
who knows: 'Let me say this'-he is Annan; the tongue is the instru­
ment of saying. He who knows: 'Let me hear this'-he is Annan; the 
ear is the instrument of hearing. He who knows: 'Let me think this' 
-he is Atman; the mind is his divine eye."81 "Into Him, as eye, all 
forms are gathered; by the eye He reaches all forms. Into Him, as 
ear, all sounds are gathered; by the ear He reaches all sounds." 

As Brahman is the essence of Being, so It is the essence of Conscious­
ness or Light. Brahman needs no other light to illumine Itself. It is 
self-luminous. "It is pure; It is the Light of lights; It is That which they 
know who know the Sel£."82 All material objects, such as trees, rivers, 
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houses, forests, are illumined by the sun. But the light that illumines 
the sun is the light of Brahman. 'The sun does not shine there nor the 
moon and the stars, nor these lightnings, not to speak of this 6~. When 
He shines, everything shines after Him; by His light everything is 
lighted."88 

BMHMAN AS ANANDAM (BLISS) 

"He perceived that Bliss is Brahman."84 The Brihadaranyaka Upani· 
shad describes Brahman as Consciousness and Bliss.8~ Bliss is not an 
attribute of Brahman; it is Brahman Itself. Brahman as Bliss means 
that Bliss is Its very being, as is Consciousness. Brahman is the immeas­
urable ocean of Bliss-the Bliss that knows no change. It is important 
to remember that no real Bliss is possible without Knowledge or 
Consciousness-natu jniinild bhinnmn st~khamasti. 

Needless to say, the Bliss that is the very substance of Brahman is 
not to be confused with the happiness that a man experiences when in 
contact with an agreeable sense-object. Worldly bliss is but an infini­
tesimal part of the Bliss of Brahman, the Bliss of Brahman coming 
through an earthly medium. 

The Bliss of Brahman pervades all objects. Without it a man could 
not live, "He who is self-created is Bliss. A man experiences happiness 
by tasting that Bliss. Who could breathe, who could live, if that Bliss 
did not exist in his heart?"86 For a more vivid description: "It is not 
for the sake of the husband, my dear, that the husband is loved, but 
for the sake of the Self that he is loved. It is not for the sake of the wife, 
my dear, that the wife is loved, but for the sake of the Self that she is 
loved. It is not for the sake of the sons, my dear, that the sons are loved, 
but for the sake of the Self that they are loved. It is not for the sake 
of wealth, my dear, that wealth is loved, but for the sake of the Self 
that it is loved.''81 The same formula is repeated in reference to the 
brahmin and kshattriya castes, the worlds, the gods, created beings, 
and all things. Then the magnificent passage concludes with the 
following exhortation: ''The Self, my dear Maitreyi, should be 
realized-should be heard about, reflected on, and meditated upon. By 
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the realization of the Self, my dear, through hearing, reSection, and 
meditation, all this [world] is known." 

Brahman is Bliss because in It there is an utter absence of sorrow and 
also because It is Infinity. Anything that is not Brohman is full of 
suffering--ata anyad Urtam. "The Self is free from sin, free from old 
age, from death and grief, from hunger and thirst, imagining nothing 
but what It ought to imagine, and desiring nothing but what It ought 
to desire. He is the Highest Lord, He is the supreme Master of all 
beings, the Guardian of all beings, a boundary keeping all things apart 
and in their right places."SS 

Brahman is Bliss because It is Infinity. That which is Infinity is 
Bliss; there is no bliss in the finite. Of the blissful Atman it is said: 
"Joy is His head, satisfaction is His right side, great satisfaction is His 
left side, bliss is His trunk, and Brahman is His support."80 "He who 
knows the Bliss of Brahman-from which all speech, together with the 
mind, turns away, unable to reach It-fears nothing."90 

An experience known to all, which gives an idea of the Bliss of 
Brahman, is the state of deep sleep. 91 At that time the Self remains bereft 
of desire, fear, and evil. It remains completely unrelated to the world. 
Its bliss is due to the absence of all consciousness of duality. "As a man 
fully embraced by his loving wife does not know anything at aU, either 
external or internal, so does this Infinite Being (the Self) fully 
embraced by the Supreme Self not know anything at all, either external 
or internal .... In this state a father is no father, a mother no mother, the 
worlds are no worlds, the gods no gods, the Vedas no Vedas. In this 
state a thief is no thief, the killer of a noble brahmin no killer, a 
chandiila no chandala,92 a paulkasa no paulkasa,M a monk no monk, a 
hermit no hermit. [When in this form he] is untouched by good work 
and untouched by evil work, ~r he has then overcome all the sorrows 
of his heart (intellect)."g" 

There is a difference, however, between deep sleep and the 
experience of Brahman. The infinite Bliss of Brahman simply cannot 
be conceived of by the finite mind. 

ss Mal. Up. VII. 7. 
89 Tai. Up. II. 5. 
110 Tal. Up. II. 9. 
~~~See pp. 98-94. 
V2 The son of a §udra father and a brahmin mother. 
'*'The son of a Sudra father and a kshattriya mother. 
~» Br. Up. IV. iii. 21-22. 
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"Now this is an examination of what :is meant by Bliss (i\nandam): 

Let there be a noble young man who is well read [in the Vedas], very 
swift, firm, and strong, and let the whole world be full of wealth for 
him-that is one measure of human bliss. 

"One hundred times that human bliss is one measure of the bliss 
of human gandharvas, and likewise of a great sage [learned in the 
Vedas] and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of the human gandharvas is one 
measure of the bliss of divine gandharvas, and likewise of a great sage 
learned in the Vedas and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of the divine gandharvas is one 
measure of the bliss of the Fathers, enjoying their celestial life, and 
likewise of a great sage learned in the Vedas and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of the Fathers is one measure of the 
bliss of the devas who are endowed with heavenly bodies through the 
merit of their lawful duties, and likewise of a great sage learned in 
the Vedas and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of the devas is one measure of the 
bliss of the devas who are endowed with heavenly bodies through the 
merit of their Vedic sacrifices, and likewise of a great sage learned in 
the Vedas and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of the sacrificial gods is one measure 
of the bliss of the thirty-three devas who live on the sacrificial offerings, 
and likewise of a great sage learned in the Vedas and free from 
desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of the thirty-three devas is one 
measure of the bliss of lndra,1111 and likewise of a great sage lea~ed in 
the Vedas and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of lndra is one measure of the bliss 
of Brihaspati,&o and likewise of a great sage learned in the Vedas and 
free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of Brihaspati is one measure of the 
bliss of Prajiipati,97 and likewise of a great sage learned in the Vedas 
and free from desires. 

"One hundred times that bliss of Prajiipati is one measure of the Bliss 
of Brahman, and likewise of a great sage learned in the Vedas and free 
from desires.'ft~S 

95 The king of the gods. 
00 The spiritual preceptor of the gods. 
97 The first manifestation of the Absolute, known as the World Soul. 
~8 Tai. Up. II. viii. 1-4. 
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In other words, the Bliss of Brahman cannot be measured by any 
relative standard, human or otherwise. Through the perf~rmance of 
the sacri6.ces prescribed in the scripture~, one may ~xperenc:, after 
death measures of this bliss in ascendmg degrees m the different 
heave~ly worlds. But if one assimilates the t:a~ings _of_ th_e Vedas and 
renounces desire through the practice of spmtual disc1ph~e, one c~ 
enjoy those measures of bliss here on earth. Moreover, 1f a :-age lS 

completely free from desires, and gains Self-Knowledge, he attams the 
full Bliss of Brahman before death. His mind has tran~ended the 
horizon of the finite and become identical with the Conscaousncss of 

Being. d . f nd 
The experience of deep sleep, which is free from . es1res, ears, ~ 

evils is not a permanent realization. A man loses 1t on awakenmg, 
whe;eupon he returns to the world of the pairs of oppo~tes. Through 
the practice of spiritual discipline, however, one can attam the. Knowl­
edge of Brahman permanently and enjoy without interruptton that 

superlative Bliss. 

SUMMARY OF THE DISCUSSION ON NIRGUNA BRAHMAN 
We have tried above to indicate something of the nature.of Nirguna 

Brahman the Unconditioned Brahman or Pure ConsciOusness, as 
discussed' in the Upanishads. It is a negation of all at~butes and 
relations. It is beyond time, space, and causality. Though It 1S s~aceless, 

et without It space could not exist; though It is timeless, yet Without It 
:ime could not exist; though It is causeless, yet withou~ It the un~verse, 
bound by the law of cause and effect, could not exlS~. Only 1f one 
admits the existence of Nirguna Brahman as an unchangmg substratum 
can one understand proximity in space, succession in time, and ~e 
interdependence in the chain of causality. Without ~~e. unch~ngmg 
white screen, one cannot relate in time or space the disJomed p1ctu~s. 
in a cinema 6Im. No description of It is possib~e except ~y th: d:;mai 
of all empirical attributes, definitions, and relabom: NetJ, netJ- Not 

this, not this." 
Obviously Nirguna Brahman cannot be worshipped, p~yed to, .or 

meditated upon. No relationship whatsoever can be estabhshe~ With 
It. Yet It is not altogether detached; for It is the very foundabon of 
relative existence. It is "the setu (dike) that keeps asunder these wo_rlds 
to prevent their clashing together. This setu neither day nor m~ht 
crosses, nor old age, nor death, nor suffering." It is the intangible Umty 
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that pervades all relative existence and gives a strong metaphysical 
foundation to fellowship, love, unselfishness, and other ethical disci­
plines. Being the immortal Essence of every man, It compels us to show 
respect to all, in spite of their illusory masks. Though It cannot be an 
object of formal devotion, yet It gives reality to the gods, being their 
inner substance, and thus binds together all worshippers in the common 
quest of Truth. 

Nirguna Brahman is the basis of Saguna Brahman, or the Personal 
God, who is immanent in the universe and conditioned by maya. With­
out compulsion from outside, Brahman imposes upon Itself, as it were, a 
limit and thus becomes manifest as God, soul, anci world. Creation, 
preservation, and destruction are the activities of Saguna Brahman, 
mere waves on the surface of the ocean, which can ·never touch the 
serene depths of the attributeless Reality. It is Sa gun a Brahman by 
whom all things have been created, and by whom, after being created, 
they are sustained, and into whom, in the end, they are absorbed. 

SAGUNA BRAHMAN 
When Brahman becomes conditioned by the upiidhi of maya and 

shrinks, as it were, because of that maya, It is called Saguna Brahman, 
the conditioned Brahman. It must not, however, be forgotten that the 
conditioning is not real, but only apparent. Maya is conceived of as 
Brahman's inscrutable power; in association with maya, Brahman 
becomes the dynamic Creator of the universe. Ramanuja describes the 
world-bewitching maya as "a screen that hides the true nature of the 
Lord." When the curtain of maya is rung down, the effulgence of 
Brahman seems to be dimmed; when it goes up, Brahman shines in Its 
fullest glory. "That non-dual God, who spontaneously covers Himself, 
like a spider, with the web produced from His prakriti ... "" "Know 
prakriti (nature) to be maya and the Great God its Lord."100 

Like the ocean, Brahman appears to us in two aspects. Nirguna 
Brahman is without a wave or ripple. Saguna Brahman is the ocean 
agitated by the wind, covered by foaming waves. The tranquil ocean is 
sometimes agitated. Brahman, too, in essence inactive and quiescent, 
sometimes--as it were-is active and turbulent. But Nirguna Brahman 
and Sagona Brahman are not two realities. The sea is the same, whether 
it is peaceful Ol" agitated. A snake is the same, whether it remains 

99 ~vet. Up. VI. 10. 
' 00 ~vet. Up. IV. 10. 
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coiled up or wriggles about. Maya, as we shall presently see, has no 
independent reality. It inheres in Brahman, as the power of Brahman, 
Fire's power of burning cannot be conceived of as in essence different 
from fire. 

MAYA IN THE VEDAS 
The doctrine of maya can be traced to the Rig-Veda. The word 

actually occurs there and denotes a kind of magic: "Indra, through 
maya, assumes various forms." In the Upanishadic philosophy this 
concept is applied to the sphere of metaphysics and thus enlarged. 
Without maya such ideas as the unity of existence, the reality of Atman, 
and the unreality of the universe independent of Atman, as discussed 
in the Upanishads, become meaningless. It was, however, later Vedan­
tists, like Vyiisa, GauQapada, Sankara, and Ramanuja, who fully 
developed the doctrine and embodied it in their respective systems 
of thought.101 

The Rig·Vcda speaks of two orders of experience. The one is that 
of duality, or multiplicity, which is known to us in our everyday life 
through the sense-organs. The other is that of unity or non.cJ.uality, 
which is direct, immediate, and intuitive, that is to say, comprehended 
without the instrumentality of sense-organs or discursive reasoning. 
Multiplicity is said to be impermanent, finite, and circumscribed by a 
beginning and an end. It is depreciated by the Vedic seers as the source 
of grief, evil, and suffering. Non.cJ.uality, on the other hand, is eternal, 
infinite, immortal, and everlasting. It is identical with Absolute Reality 
(Sat), Consciousness (Chit), and Bliss (Anandam). It is praised as the 
bestower of Bliss and as the Highest Good. The attainment of non­
duality is the goal of spiritual evolution. Whatever reality the manifold 
phenomena possess is empirical and il1usory, vyiivaharika; but non­
duality is pQramarthiks, absolute and immutable. 

The Rig-Veda identifies non-duality with Reality, or the First Prin­
ciple. "The Reality is one: sages call It by various names."102 The 
Chhandogya Upanishad describes multiplicity as a "mere matter of 
words." 'The One besides which there is no otber."103 'The One, 
inserted into the everlasting nave, in which all living beings are 

101 See Self·Krwwledge, by Swami Nikhilananda, p. 45 H. 
10' Rt I. clxiv. 46. 
lOi Ri. X. cxxix. 2. 
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£ixed."104 'This entire universe is the Purusba alone, both that which 
was and that which endures for the future."l05 

The celebrated Hymn of Creation, known as the Niisadiya Sukta,1°6 

indicates that the multiple names and fonns of the visible universe, 
prior to the state of manifestation, were in a state of non-duality: 

Then there was neither Aught nor Nought, no 
air nor sky beyond. 

What covered all? Where rested all? In watery 
gulf profound? 

Nor death was then, nor deathlessness, nor 
change of night and day. 

That One breathed calmly, self-sustained; 
nought else beyond It lay. 

Gloom hid in gloom existed first-one 
sea, eluding view. 

That One, a void in chaos wrapt, by 
inward fervour grew.1o1 

The diversity or plurality that we encounter in our daily life is miiyii, 
non-existent from the standpoint of Ultimate Reality, 

MAYA IN THE UPANISHADS 

The Upanishads reveal a systematic search, on the part of the seers, 
to discover the essential nature, or First Principle, of the universe. They 
came to the decision that the essence of things is not given in the objects 
as they present themselves to our senses in space and time. The entire 
aggregate of experience, external and internal, shows us merely how 
things appear to us, not how they are in themselves. Like the Greek 
philosophers Pannenides and Plato, who asserted the empirical reality 
to be a mere show, or shadow of reality, the Upanishads declared that 
the world is only miiyii and that empirical knowledge does not give true 
Knowledge, or Vidya, but belongs to the realm of ignorance, or avidyii. 
The Upanishadic philosophers, through a rigorous process of discrim· 
ination, analysed both the individual and the universe. All that does not 
belong to the inalienable substance of things they considered as non· 
Self and stripped away. The conclusion arrived at was that the "great, 

1<H- Ri. X. lxxxii. 8. 
105 Rt. X. xc. 2. 
100 Ri. x. cxm. 
lOT Surendranath Dasgupta, Indian Idoolism, p. 4. Cambridge, London 1933. 
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omnipresent A.tman,"108 which is "greater than heaven, space, and 
earth,"109 is. at the same time, present-"small as a corn of rice,"110 

whole and undivided-in man's own self. The Universal Self is 
identical with the individual self. 

The crux of the philosophy of Yajnavalkya, as presented in the 
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad, is the sole reality of A.tman and the 
unreality of the universe independent of A.tman. ''It is not for the sake 
of the husband, my dear, that the husband is loved, but for the sake 
of the Self that he is loved. , . By the realization of the Self, my dear, 
through hearing, reSection, and meditation, all this [world] is 
known."111 As the notes of a drum, a conch-shell, or a lute have no 
existence in themselves and can be perceived only when the instrument 
that produces them is played, so all objects and relations in the universe 
are known by him who knows Atman.112 Atman, or the Self, is the 
consciousness, the knowing subject, within us. All objects and relation­
ships in the universe exist for us, and are known and loved by us, only 
in so far as they enter into our consciousness. which comprehends in 
itself all the objects and relationships, knowing nothing that is absolutely 
alien to itself. "As from a fire tiny sparks fly in all directions, so from 
this Self emanate all the organs and all the worlds, all gods, all 
beings."118 "Just as all the spokes are fixed in the nave and the felloe of 
a chariot wheel, so are all beings, all gods, all worlds, all organs, and all 
these [individual selves] fixed in this Self."m If Atman, the knowing 
subject in us, is the only reality, there can be no universe outside 
consciousness. Therefore the duality perceived in the universe, inde­
pendent of Atman, is maya. This idea is reiterated in the Upanishads, 
again and again.115 

A well-known prayer in the Brihadiiranyaka Upanishad begs the 
Lord to lead the devotee from the unreal to the Real, from darkness 
to Light, from death to lmmortality.U6 What is referred to here a:.: 

1os Tal. Br. III. xii. 9. 7. 
10~ Sa. Br. X. vi. 2. 
110 .Sa. Br. X. vi. 2. 
m Br. Up. II. iv. 5; compare p. 45. 
111 See Br. Up. II. iv. 7-9. 
us Br. Up. II. i. 20. 
m Br. Up. II. v. 15. 
us See Ka. Up. ll. i. 10-ll; Svet. Up. IV. 10; Mu. Up. I. f. 3; Mai. Up. VI. 24. 
m Br. Up. I. iii 28. 
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unreality, darkness, and death is duality, which is maya. Non-duality, 
Atman, alone is Reality, Light, and Immortality. 

The ISa Upanishad states that the "door of the Truth" is veiled with 
a "golden disc."111 This veil must be removed that the seeker may 
behold the Truth. The £.gure of a veil or curtain has often been used 
by Vedantic philosophers to describe maya. But it must be understood 
that Brahman, or Atman, is not to be sought on the other side of maya;. 
for there is no such thing as space beyond the sphere of maya. Nor is 
It to be realized after the veil is removed; for beyond maya there is no 
time. Nor, £.nally, is It to be known as the cause of the universe; for 
Brahman is beyond the causal law. Rather, Brahman becomes real 
to us to the extent that the universe, with its time, space, and causal 
principle, is realized as unreal. That is to say, Brahman becomes real 
to the extent that we can shake olf from our minds the world of 
appearance. 

The Katha Upanishad teaches that sages never find reality and 
certainty in the unrealities and uncertainties of the world.llB Yajna­
valkya exhorts the seekers of Brahman to renounce the longing for 
"children, wealth, and the heavenly world."1111 The Mundalca Upan­
ishad states that when Brahman is realized "the fetters of the heart are 
broken and all doubts are resolved."120 

LATER PHILOSOPHERS 
It has already been stated that the doctrine of maya was developed 

in the Vedanta philosophy, in a systematic form, by later thinkers. The 
implications of the doctrine have been distorted and misunderstood by 
its critics, Indian as well as Western. They tell us that if one accepts 
the concept of miiyii one must believe that the world is unreal and non· 
existent, that life on earth is full of suffering, and that Liberation 
consists in turning away from it; that human values are totally worth­
less, and that to seek happiness on earth is to pursue a will-o'-the-wisp. 

Proper understanding of the philosophy of Non-dualistic Vediinta 
depends upon the recognition of the two standpoints from which Truth 
can be observed. The one is the relative standpoint; the other, the 
absolute. The former regards time, space, and causation as actual. From 
this standpoint the field of multiplicity is real. Good and evil exist, and 

m I§. Up. 15. 
118 See Ka. Up. II. i. 2. 
l19 Br. Up. IV. iv. 22. 
uo Mu. Up. II. ii. 8. 
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so also pleasure and pain; the gods, heaven, and the after-life all are 
real. The Indo-Aryans sought celestial happiness by propitiating the 
deities through sacrifice, according to the directions of the Vedas. 'This 
is the truth: The sacrificial works which were revealed to the rishis in 
the hymns have been described in many ways in the three Vedas. 
Practise them, being desirous to attain their true results. This is your 
path leading to the fruits of your works. "121 

Admitting the empirical reality of the individual ego and the mani­
fold universe, the Vedic seers developed an elaborate system of theology, 
cosmo1ogy, ethics, spiritual disciplines, and methods of worship. Their 
division of Hindu society into four castes, and of the individual life 
into four stages, was based upon their recognition of the relative world. 
Their acknowledgement of the ideals of righteousness (dhanna), 
wealth (artha), sense pleasure (kama), and final Liberation (moksha) 
as worthy human pursuits (purushiirtha) shows that they appreciated 
human values and were solicitous for human happiness. Had they 
considered the world to be non-existent or unreal, like a ''barren 
woman's son," such injunctions as they laid down for these four ends 
of life would have been meaningless. Nevertheless, this world is not 
real from the standpoint of the Absolute, or Brahman; for duality 
disappears when the absolute Truth is known, and all the activities and 
thoughts associated with duality drop away. The teaching of Vedanta 
demonstrates the ultimate reality of Brahman. Sarvam khalvidam 
Brahma--"All that exists is Brahman." 

Non-dualists describe the creation as the illusory superimposition 
(adhyiiropa or vivarta), through maya, of names and forms upon 
Brahman. They explain this subtle concept by means of various illustra· 
tions. One or two may be cited here. Kama, a hero of the Mahiibharata, 
was a son of Kunti, born before her marriage. In order to avoid a 
scandal, she put the baby in a pot and Boated it down the river. The 
baby was picked up by a carpenter's wife named Radha and brought 
up by her as her own son. As a result Kama was known to himself and 
others as Radha-putra, Radha's son. Many years later his true parentage 
was revealed and he came to be called Kunti-putra, Kunti's son. 
Through ignorance Kama was given the epithet of Riidha-putra. This 
is a case of illusory superimposition. There is also the story of the lion 
cub born in a Bock of sheep. It bleated, ate grass, and regarded itself in 
all respects as a sheep. One day it was pounced upon by a lion from the 

tn Mu. Up. I. ii. 1. 
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forest and dragged to the water. There it was shown its reSection and 
a piece of meat was pressed into its mouth. Then suddenly the veil 
dropped off and the sheep-lion discovered itself to be a real lion. 
Through the power of maya, or ignorance, names and forms are 
attributed to Brahman and the relative universe comes into existence. 
Through the negation (apavada) of the illusory manifold, Brahman, or 
Pure Consciousness, is revealed again. The true narure of Brahman is 
not in the least affected by the superimposition of illusory notions. 

Relativity is maya. The fact that the One appears as the many, the 
Absolute as the relative, the Infinite as the finite, is maya. The doctrine 
of miiyii recognizes the reality of multiplicity from the relative stand­
point-and simply states that the relationship of this relative reality 
with the Absolute cannot be described or known. How it can be that 
the infinite Brahman should appear as the finite world cannot be 
grasped by the finite mind; the very limitation of the mincl precludes a 
satisfactory answer to this question. In fact, there is no relationship 
between the One and the many, since there can be a relationship only 
between two existing entities. The One and the many do not exist, 
however, in the same sense. When a man sees the One, he does not 
see the many; when he sees the non-dual Brahman, he does not see the 
universe. When anyone, seeing the manifold univetse, establishes a 
relationship of any kind between it and the non-dual Brahman, the 
Non-dualists call that notion of relationship maya. A mirage is mayi; 
so also its relationship with the desert. It is due to maya that one sees 
a snake in place of a rope, water in the desert, and multiplicity in place 
of the non-dual Brahman. Vedantists admit that for our practical Jife 
there is a difference between illusions, dreams, and the experiences of 
the waking st:~te, yet insist that from the standpoint of the Absolute they 
are a11 equally unreal. 

Sankara described maya as the "power of the Lord."-parame§a Sakti. 
It is the inscrutable power of Brahman, resting in Brahman and having 
no existence independent of Brahman. This is illustrated by fire and 
its power of burning. Maya makes possible the appearance of the mani~ 
fold universe, and it endows names and forms with apparent reality. 
Non-dualists ascribe creation, preservation, and destruction to Sagona 
Brahman, or Brahman associated with maya. Sad1i.nanda defines m1i.yii 
as "something positive, though intangible, which cannot be described 
either as being or as non·being, which is made of three gunas, and 
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which is antagonistic to Knowledge."122 Maya and also its effect, the 
universe, have a positive existence and cannot be called unreal, like 
the "homs of a hare." They are seen to exist from the relative stand­
point but are non-existent from the standpoint of Brahman. Maya and 
its manifestations disappear with the dawn of the Knowledge of 
Brahman. 

Maya consists of three gunas, namely, sattva, rajas, and tamas. The 
word guna is generally translated-though incorrectly-as "quality." 
Essentially the gunas are the very substance of maya. Everything in 
nature consists of these three gunas, though in varying degrees. Rajas 
and tamas have opposing characteristics, while sattva strikes the balance 
between the two. The principal trait of rajas is energy, which is 
responsible for the "primal Bow of activity"; the power of rajas moves 
the universe. Tamas is lassitude, dullness, inertia, and stupidity; while 
sattva, which is characterized by harmony, is manifest, on the human 
level, in such spiritual virtues as tranquillity, self-control, and content­
ment. 

The Upanishads mention the three gunas: "The one she-goat-red, 
white, and black-casts many young ones, which are fashioned like 
to her."123 The Chhandogya Upanishad124 states that everything in 
the universe consists of three elements, namely, heat, water, and food. 
There are present in all things-for instance, in fire, in the sun, in the 
moon, and in lightning-the red heat, the white water, and the black 
food. Sankara explains the passage thus: "In this verse, by the words 
red, white, and black are to be understood rajas, sattva, and tamas. The 
red is rajas (emotion), because it naturally makes red; the white is 
sattva (essentiality, goodness), because it naturally makes bright; the 
black is tamas (darkness), because it naturally darkens." The passage, 
"The she-goat ... casts many young ones, which are fashioned like to 
her," means that all the effects of maya also are constituted of the 
three gunas. 

Maya functions in the world through its two powers: the power of 
concealment and the power of projection. The fanner, as in the case 
of a sleeping person, obscures the knowledge of the observer; it con­
ceals, as it were, the true nature of Brahman. Next the projecting power 
of maya creates the universe and all the objects ~ in it, just as, after 

1:!2 Veddntasdra S4. 
1211 ~oot. Up. IV. 5. 
mvr. iv. I. 

DISCUSSION OF BRAHMAN 57 
a man's consciousness is obscured by sleep, he begins to dream. In 
actuality, however, the two powers of miiyii function practically 
simultaneously. Therefore Brahman, in association with maya, may be 
.:ailed, as it were, the Creator or Projector of the universe. 

It is through maya that Brahman, which is the eternal Subject, 
becomes an object of knowledge. Maya obscures the reality of Brahman: 
the Self, in reality ever free and infinite, regards Itself as a finite entity, 
bound to the world. Seeking Liberation, this finite self practises spiritual 
disciplines such as study of scripture, self-control, and concentration­
all of which have their validity in the world of maya-and at last 
realizes Brahman, its true infinite Self. This means that as the veil of 
maya is destroyed, the everlasting Light of Brahman reveals Itself. 

Maya, ajndna (ignorance), avidya (nescience), and prakriti (nature) 
are practically synonymous. Maya generally signifies the cosmic illusion 
on account of which Brahman, or Pure Consciousness, appears as the 
Creator, Preserver, and Destroyer of the universe. It is under the 
in9uence of avidya that Atman, or Pure Consciousness, appears as the 
jiva, or individual self. Ajnana makes the Absolute appear as the rela­
tive, the One as the many. Prakriti is the stuff of matter, that out of 
which the universe is evolved. But Vedantic writers do not always 
strictly maintain these distinctions. 

MODES OF MAYA 
There are two ways of looking at maya, depending upon one's point 

of view. From the collective or cosmic point of view, maya is one; from 
the individual point of view, it is many. To give an illustration: One 
can regard a number of trees from the collective standpoint and describe 
them as a wood, or one can regard a wood from the standpoint of the 
trees and describe it as a number of trees. Likewise Vedintists speak of 
collective or cosmic maya and of individual maya. The cosmic maya is 
associated with ISvara (Saguna Brahman) and forms His upadhi; the 
individual maya limits the jiva, or individual soul, and becomes its 
upadhi. Maya, both in its cosmic and in its individual aspect, hides 
the true nature of Brahman. Thus it becomes the upadhi, or limiting 
adjunct, of Brahman. But the infinite Brahman can never be limited; 
therefore this limitation is only apparent, and not reaL The fonnless 
sky appears to possess sharp lines when viewed through the jagged peaks 
of a mountain. In association with upadhis, Brahman appears as stones, 
trees, birds, animals, men, gods, the Creator. When the upadhi is dis-



THE UPANISHADS 

carded, the object formerly regarded as 6nite by the ignorant is realized 
as Brahman. 

Brahman, that is to say, Sagona Brahman, is the cause of the universe. 
Creation, as aheady explained, is the superimposition of names and 
forms through maya. Therefore Bralnnan, through association with 
maya, appears to be endowed with such activities as creation, preserva­
tion, and destruction, and such attributes as omniscience, omnipotence, 
and lordship. Brahman uses maya as the material of creation; that is 
to say, It creates the universe and its various objects out of maya. Mayi 
has no existence independent of the Lord; therefore, from the stand­
point of maya, Brahman is the material cause of the universe. But, as 
Pure Consciousness, It is the efficient cause. This causal relation is 
often explained by the illustration of the spider and its web. When the 
spider wants to weave a web, it uses the silk which belongs to it and 
without which it cannot weave. Therefore the spider, as a conscious 
creature, is the efficient cause of the web, while from the standpoint 
of the silk it is the material cause. It must be remembered, however, that 
no causal relationship, in the usual sense of the tenn, can exist betv.reen 
Pure Brahman, or the Absolute, and the universe of names and forms. 

The first element to evolve from Sagona Brahman is aka~. which is 
usually translated as "space" or "sky," and sometimes as "ether." The 
creation, or evolution, of akaSa really means that Brahman, in associa· 
tion with maya, appears as akaSa. From akaSa evolves air (vayu); that 
is to say, Brahman, in association with maya, appearing as ikaSa, further 
appears as air. From air eVQlves fire (agni); from .6re, water (ap); from 
water, earth (prithivi). The 6ve elements thus evolved are not the gross 
elements that we see, but they are subtle, rudimentary, and unmixed. 
Out of these subtle elements are produced the subtle bodies of all 
created beings and also the gross elements. The subtle body consists 
of the organs of perception, the organs of action, the priinas, the mind, 
and the buddhi. From the gross elements is produced the gross universe, 
with all the various physical objects contained therein. Both the totality 
of the subtle bodies and the gross universe are upadhis of Brahman and 
appear to limit It. In association with them, Pure Consciousness de­
scends, as it were, into the realm of relativity and is known by such 
epithet! as Hiranyagarbha and Viriit. 

ASPECTS OF SAGUNA BRAHMAN 

When Vedanta speaks of Brahman as the Creator, Preserver, and 
Destroyer, it refers to Sagona, not Nirguna, Brahman. "That whence 
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these beings are born, That by which, when born, they live, That into 
which they enter at death-try to know That. That is Brahman."1 Z~> 

The creation does not exhaust the whole of Brahman; as we have seen, 
He is transcendent as well. Some Vedantists associate Sat (Reality), 
Chit (Consciousness), and Anandam (Bliss) with Sagona Brahman 
and give Him, not Nirguna Brahman, the name of Sachchidilnanda. 

With reference to His three activities of creation, preservation, and 
destruction, Saguna Brahman is known, respectively, as Brahma, Vishnu, 
and Rudra, or Siva, These form the T rimurti, the Trinity of Hinduism. 
The inRuence of rajas is seen in creation, of sattva in preservation, and 
of tamas in destruction. Kalidasa, the great Hindu dramatist writes: 
"That which, before creation, is the non-dual Brahman becomes subject 
to maya and assumes, in association with the three upadhis, the fonns 
of Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva." 

Nirguna Brahman, as already remarked, cannot be the object of 
prayer or meditation, but Sagona Brahman can. "By the yogins He is 
realized through worship."126 "It is seen by subtle seers through their 
one-pointed and subtle inte1lects."127 "A calm person, wishing for 
Immortality, beholds the Inner Self with his eyes closed.''128 

Many sublime passages are found in the Upanishads and other 
writings of the Hindu seers, describing the glories of Saguna Brahman: 

"Grasping without hands, hasting without feet, He sees without 
eyes, He hears without ears. He knows what can be known, but no 
one knows Him. They call Him the first, the great Person."1211 

"He is the Lord of all; He is the knower of all; He is the controller 
within; He is the source of all; and He is that from which all things 
originate and in which they finally disappear."180 

"It is the Controller of all, the Lord of all, the Ruler of all. It does not 
become better through good work or worse through bad work."131 

"He is the fountain of all blessed qualities and the consummation 
of such divine attributes as power, strength, glory, knowledge, and 
virility. By a fraction of His power He upholds all beings. He is the 
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Supreme Lord, greater than the Great, and free from the least trace 
of suffering."l32 

"Everywhere are His eyes, everywhere is His mouth, everywhere are 
His arms, everywhere His feet. He has endowed men with arms, <'-nd 
birds with wings. He is the Creator of earth and heaven. He is one 
and without a second."taa 

"Devoid of senses, yet reflecting the qualities of all the senses, He is 
the Lord of all and the Ruler of all; He is the great refuge of all. "l3t 

''He is above the World Tree and beyond time; He is the Other from 
whom this world proceeds and around whom it moves. The giver of 
virtue, the remover of evil, the Lord of powers-know Him in your 
own self as the immortal Abode of all. 

"He who is the supreme Lord of lords, the supreme Deity of deities, the 
supreme Ruler of rulers-Him let us know as God, adorable and para­
mount, the Lord of the world. 

"Neither body nor organ is found in Him. There is not seen His 
equal or His superior. His exalted powers are innate and various: 
they are knowledge, will, and action."UI> 

Saguna Brahman was later worshipped under various personi6ca­
tions-as Siva, Vishnu, Ram a, and so on, the ideal deities (ishta devatas) 
of various Hindu sects. In the Upanishads He is described as MaheSvara, 
the Great Lord, and also as Ha, ISS.na, and ISvara-all meaning the 
La. d. 

JSV ARA (THE LORD) 
Saguna Brahman is called ISvara because He is all-powerful, the Lord 

of all, the Ruler of the entire universe. "He, the Lord, the bestower of 
blessings, the adorable God. "136 "He rules over all two-footed and four­
footed beings."131 "He rules this world eternally; for no one else is able 
to rule it."138 "And that Frana, indeed, is the Self of the conscious self 
(PrajnS.tmii), blessed, imperishable, and immortal. He does not increase 
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by a good action nor does He decrease by a bad action. He, indeed, 
makes the man whom He wishes to lead up from these worlds do a 
good deed; and He makes him whom He wishes to lead down from 
these worlds do a bad deed. And He is the Guardian of the world, He 
is the King of the world, He is the Lord of the universe-and He is my 
Self; thus let it be known, yea, thus let it be known_''l311 

He is the source of all powers. All created objects, and the all-power­
ful maya as well, are under His control. "The non-dual Lord of maya 
rules alone by His powers ... There is one Rudra only-they do not 
allow a second-who rules all the worlds by His powers.''l-lO 

l-Ie is the Supreme Ruler of the universe. Under His control the sun, 
the moon, and the planets perform their allotted functions. Because 
of His power a moral order controls the universe as well as man's 
life. "Under the mighty rule of this Immutable, 0 GS.rgi, the sun and 
moon are held in their positions; under the mighty rule of this 
Immutable, 0 Gargi, heaven and earth maintain their positions; under 
the mighty rule of this hnmutable, 0 Girgi, moments, muhurtas, days 
and nights, fortnights, months, seasons, and years are held in their 
respective places. Under the mighty rule of this Immutable, some rivers 
Bow eastward from the White Mountains; others, Bowing westward, 
continue in that direction; and still others keep to other courses. Under 
the mighty rule of this Immutable, 0 Gargi, men praise those that give, 
the gods depend upon the sacrificer, and the manes on independent 
offerings.'' HI 

This Brahman can inspire great terror, '1ike a thunderbolt ready to 
he hurled." "From terror of Him the wind blows; from terror of Him 
the sun rises; from terror of Him fire, lndra, and death perform their 
respective duties."142 He alone is the source of all powers. Wherever one. 
sees a manifestation of power, whether on earth or in heaven, it is all 
from Brahman. AjataSatru told the proud Balaki that the power which 
an~mates the sun, the moon, lightning, the five elements, and other 
obJects belongs to Brahman, who alone works through them and who 
alone is to be known. 143 The different gods, the powerful cosmic forces, 
are His manifestations through maya. They are entirely dependent 
upon Him. How they become powerless unless sustained by Brahman 
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is described in the third chapter of the Kena Upanishad. Fire, we read 
there, is unable to bum a wisp of straw, and the wind unable to blow 
it, without the consent of Brahman, 

Two things are implied when it is declared that Brahman is the 
Ruler of the universe, First, He maintains all things in their proper 
places and prevents them from clashing with one another. This is the 
sense in which Brahman is compared to a setu, a dike, which separates 
one body of water from another. Second, as the Ruler of the universe 
He guides the activities of all things. He is therefore called Antaryiim.in, 
the Inner Ruler. "He is the Lord of all; He is the knower of all; He is 
the controller within.''144 The sun, moon, and stars follow His behest 
and the gods bow before His power; for Brahman is the Inner Ruler 
of all things. 

Brahman as Antaryamin has been elaborately described in the seventh 
section of the third chapter of the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. "He who 
inhabits the earth, but is within it, whom the earth does not know, 
whose body is the earth, and who controls the eanh from within, is the 
Internal Ruler, your own immortal Self."14 ~ What is true of the earth 
is also true, as one learns from the continued repetition of the same 
fonnula, of water, fire, the atmosphere, the wind, the sky, the sun, and 
other objects. All these are bodies of Brahman, who dwells within them 
but is distinct from them, whom they do not know, and yet who rules 
them all from within. It is the power of Brahman which is behind the 
activities of gods, of men, and of nature. All reflect His glory. Their 
very life is but the throb of that Eternal Life. "This Self ... is the Ruler 
of all beings and the King of all beings." 

BRAHMAN AS VIDHATA (PROVIDENCE) 

The seers of the Upanishads felt the necessity of a Personal God as 
an important factor in man's spiritual development. A man attached to 
the body, and inSuenced by love and hate, cannot meditate on the 
Impersonal Absolute. For his benefit, therefore, the Upanishads describe 
Sagona Brahman as the Providence who determines the course of the 
universe. We have already seen that Saguna Brahman is compared to 
a dike-"so that these worlds may not be confounded. Day and night 
do not pass that dike, nor old age, death, and grief."146 'The Seer, 
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omniscient, transcendent, and uncreated, He has duly allotted to the 
eternal World-Creators their respective duties."147 

The SvetiiSvatara Upanishad, with its theistic inclination, contains 
many passages depicting this aspect of Brahman: 

"The source of all, who determines the gunas, who brings to maturity 
whatever can be ripened, and who engages the gunas in their respective 
functions--over the whole world rules the One."148 

"Watching over all works, dwelling in all things."149 

"The one who, Himself without colour (differentiation), by the 
manifold application of His power produces [at the time of creation] 
many colours according to His hidden purpose, and in whom the whole 
universe, during its continuance, subsists, and in the end dissolves-­
He is the Lord. May He endow us with right intellect."160 

Under the supervision of the Lord good and evil produce their 
respective results. "The Lord alone is the bringer of good and the 
destroyer of evil."t~l The KaushiMki Upanishad says, as we have seen, 
that if the Lord wishes to lead a man up from these worlds, He makes 
him do a good deed, and that if the Lord wishes to lead him down from 
these worlds, He makes him do a bad deed. m This is not to be con­
fused with the doctrine of predestination. The text only means that 
no action, good or bad, is possible without the power of the Lord. 
Brahman is like a light: with the help of it a good man performs right­
eous action, an evil man the reverse, but the light is impartial, though 
without it no action can be performed. Man reaps the result of his own 
action. He chooses a good or an evil action according to his inner 
tendencies created by his past works. 

Brahman is described as the "Refuge of love" (Sanjatviima): all love 
goes toward Him. He is also called the "Lord of brightness, for He 
shines in all worlds."168 

THE IMMANENT AND THE TRANSCENDENT BRAHMAN 

It has already been stated that Brahman, without any external 
compulsion, assumes the upadhi of maya and appears as the universe 

1
" IS. Up. 8. 

1
" §vet. Up. V. 5. 

1-19 §vet. Up. VI. ll. 
100 Svet. Up. IV. 1. 
m §vet. Up. VI. 6. 
t"z III. 8. 
u.a Chh. Up. IV. xv. 2, 4. 



THE UPAl""\'ISHADS 

and its Creator. Thus He becomes immanent in the universe, from the 
relative standpoint, even though from the standpoint of Pure Con­
sciousness the universe of names and forms does not exist. The Upan­
ishads contain descriptions of both these aspects of Brahman. 

The Immanent Brahman dwells in the universe and is to be sought 
therein. "He wished: May 1 be many, may ] grow forth. Accordingly 
He practised austerity in the form of intense meditation. Mter He had 
thus practised austerity, He created all-whatever there is. Having 
created it, He entered into it." 1 ~4 "In the beginning, Prajapati (the 
Creator) stood alone. He had no happiness when alone. Through 
meditation He brought into existence many creatures. He looked on 
them and saw they were without understanding, like a lifeless post, 
like a stone. He had no happiness. He thought: 'I shall enter within, 
that they may awake.' Making Himself like air, He entered within."I~~ 

The Bhagavad Gita says that the Lord uses His lower nature to 
project material fonns, and then through His higher nature enters into 
them and animates them. We read in the Upanishad that, having 
entered the world, He becomes covered by it like a spider by its web. 
"May that non-dual God, who spontaneously covers Himself, like a 
spider, with the web produced from His prakriti, grant us entrance into 
Brahman!"1ll6 The Lord has saturated the universe through and through. 
''This Self has entered into these bodies up to the tips of the finger­
nails-as a razor may be put in its case, or as fire, which sustains the 
world, is contained in its source (firewood)."11>7 He is lost, as it were, 
in the universe, as when "a lump of salt, dropped into water, dissolves 
in the water, so that no one is able to grasp it."1ll8 But just as where­
soever one tastes the water, it tastes salt, so also Brahman is to be felt 
everywhere in the universe as life and consciousness. The Ha Upanishad 
begins with the exhortation that the whole universe "should be covered 
with the Lord." 

The Upanishadic passages describing the Immanent Brahman show 
a pantheistic trend of thought. Brahman has become the universe, 
like milk transformed into curds, or clouds into rainwater. But does 
Brahman exhaust Himself in the universe? The texts contain passages 
supporting realism, theism, and pantheism, according to the different 
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stages of an aspirant's understanding; but the fundamental thought 
that runs through the whole body of the Upanishads is the sole reality 
of Brahman, or A.tman. Even when the reality of the universe is con­
ceded, the purpose of stressing this reality is to maintain that the 
manifold world is not different from Brahman. But the reality of the 
dual universe, independent of Brahman, is denied when it is reiterated 
that with the Knowledge of Brahman everything is known. What the 
wise see as the non-dual Reality, the unillumined, on account of miiyii, 
see as the manifold universe. Therefore, though perceived to be im­
manent, Brahman remains transcendent. "It is inside all this and It is 

'd II th' "151) "H bo h outs1 e a 15. e moves a ut, aving entered all beings; He 
has become the Lord of all beings. He is the Self within and without; 
yea, within and without.''100 The Rig-Veda states that Brahman covers 
the whole universe and yet transcends it by the measure of "ten 
fingers." The same idea is expressed in the Upanishads as well.t61 ]n 
the Bhagavad Gitii the Lord declares that He sustains this universe 
with only a fraction of Himself. 

The Katha Upanishad very clearly describes both the immanent and 
the transcendent aspect of Brahman: 

"As the same non-dual fire, after it has entered the world, becomes 
different according to whatever it burns, so also the same non-dual 
A..tman, dwelling in all beings, becomes different according to whatever 
It enters. And It exists also without. 

"As the same non-dual air, after it has entered the world, becomes 
different according to whatever it enters, so also the same non-dual 
A..tman, dwelling in all beings, becomes different according to whatever 
It enters. And It exists also without. 

"A~ the sun, which helps all eyes to see, is not affected by the 
blem1shes of the eyes or of the external things revealed by it, so also 
th~ one A..tman, dwelling in all beings, is never contaminated by the 
m1sery of the world, being outside it.''162 

The universe, like a mirage, is falsely superimposed on Brahman 
through miiyii. Brahman, a homogeneous mass of Consciousness (chai­
tanyaghana), is partless, yet is described as endowed with parts, as it 
were, for the comprehension of beginners. Thus, though immanent in 
the universe, Brahman remains, in essence, transcendent. To Him this 
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vast universe is but a little thing. One beam of His light illumines it. 
A fraction of His power creates, preserves, and destroys it. The mani· 
festation and non-manifestation of the universe proceed from Him 
without any effort whatsoever on His part-like a man's breathing out 
and breathing in. "They are like the breath of this [Supreme Sel£].''163 

BRAHMAN, CREATOR, PRESERVER, AND DESTROYER OF 
THE UNIVERSE 

The very definition of Brahman (Saguna Brahman is understood) 
in the Vedanta Sutras is, as we have stated: Janmadasya yatah (jannuz.. 
iidi-asya yatah)-"Whence is the origin, continuance, and dissolution 
of the universe." The Taittiriya Upanishad puts it this way: ''That 
whence these beings are hom, That by which, when born, they live, 
That into which at death they enter-try to know That. That is 
Brahman."H.I' The Chhandogya Upanishad reveals "Tajjalan" as a 
secret name of Brahman by which He should be worshipped.185 The 
meaning of the formula is this: From this (tad) Brahman the universe 
has arisen (;a). So, on the reverse path to that by which it has arisen, 
it disappears (li) into this identical Brahman. And in the same way, 
finally, it is Brahman in whom the universe, after it is created, breathes 
(an), lives, and moves. Therefore in the three periods (past, present, 
and future) the universe is not distinct from Brahman. The formula 
succinctly summarizes the principal attributes of Brahman as Creator, 
Preserver, and Destroyer of the universe. In the same Upanishad100 

the teacher, wishing to explain the root of the universe, asks the pupil 
to bring a fruit of the banyan tree. 

"Here is one, sir." 
"Break it." 
"It is broken, sir." 
"What do you see there?" 
"The seeds, almost infinitesimal." 
"Break one of them." 
''It is broken, sir." 
'What do you see there?" 
"Not anything, sir." 
The teacher then gives the instruction; "My son, that subtle essence 
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which you do not perceive there--in that very essence this great banyan 
exists. Believe it, my son, That which is the subtle essence--in It all 
that exists has its self. It is the True. It is the Self. And thou, 0 
Svetaketu, art It." 

The Katha Upanishad describes the universe as the eternal ASvattha 
tree, rooted in Brahman, with its shoots spreading downward.167 

Brahman alone, as the inmost essence of things, preserves them all. 
"He is the sun dwelling in the bright heavens. He is the air dwelling 
in the interspace. He is the fire dwelling on earth. He is the guest 
dwelling in the house. He dwells in men, in the gods, in truth, in the 
sky. He is born in the water, on earth, in the sacrifice, on the moun­
tains. He is the True and the Great."108 "He, indeed, is the Deva who 
pervades all regions: He is the 6rst-bom [as Hiranyagarbha] and He 
is the womb. He has been born and He will be hom. He stands behind 
all persons, looking everywhere. The God who is in 6.re, the God who 
is in water, the God who has entered into the whole world, the God 
who is in plants, the Q,d who is in trees-adoration be to that God, 
adoration!"109 We have seen that Brahman is described in the Brihad­
iiranyaka Upanishad as a setu, which means both bridge and dike. 
As bridge He connects one being with another and the present world 
with the furore world; as dike He keeps asunder these worlds to 
prevent their clashing together. On account of Him there is no con­
fusion in the world of diversity. Everything moves along its allotted path. 

Brahman is the womb into which the universe again returns. Hence 
He is called the Destroyer. The Vedantists have formulated a doctrine of 
cycles, by which is described the unceasing process of creation and 
destruction, or, more precisely, manifestation and non-manifestation. The 
actions of one's present life find their recompense in the next life. 
Again, the present life is the result of the preceding one. Therefore 
each existence presupposes an earlier one and consequently no existence 
can be the first. The rebirth of the soul (jiva) has been going oo 
from all eternity; and so samsara, or the relative universe, is without 
beginning. Indeed, it is absurd to speak of the beginning of a causal 
chain. When the Upanishads speak of a beginning or creation, they 
mean, really, the beginning of the present cycle. From all eternity, the 
universe has been going periodically into a state of non-manifestation 

1 !l7 Ka. Up. II. iii. 1. 
1
"" Ka. Up. II. ii. 2. 

169 Svet. Up. II. 16-17. 



68 THE UPANISHADS 

and then again returning into the manifest state of names and fonns. 
At the conclusion of each cycle the universe and all those living beings 
that have not been liberated from maya return to Brahman, that is to 
say, to His prakriti, or primordial nature. 

"At the end of a cycle all beings, 0 Son of Kunti, enter into My 
prakriti, and at the beginning of a cycle I generate them again."170 

The Rig-Veda says: "The Lord creates in this cycle the sun and moon 
as they existed in the previous cycle." So creation is a never-ending 
process, following an invariable, monotonous pattern. It has been com­
pared to the breathing out and in of the Cosmic Person, reposing on 
the Ocean of the Great Cause, "In Him the universe is interwoven 
-whatever moves or is motionless; in Him everything disappears, like 
bubbles in the ocean. In Him the living creatures of the universe, 
emptying themselves, become invisible; they disappear and then come 
to light again like bubbles rising to the surface." "For there is one 
Rudra only-they do not allow a second-who rules all the worlds 
by His powers. He stands behind all persons, and after having created 
all the worlds, He, the Protector, rolls them all up at the end of time.''171 

"He, like akaSa, is everywhere, and at the destruction of the universe 
He alone is awake. From iikMa, again, He rouses all this world."172 

"In Me the universe had its origin, in Me alone the whole subsists, 
in Me it is lost: this Brahman, the Limitless-It is I Myself. "173 

The individual self liberated from maya merges in Brahman. The 
self is always Brahman-before its manifestation as the individual soul 
and also during the state of embodiment. When it knows its true 
nature, knowingly it becomes Brahman, or Pure Consciousness, again. 

THE COSMIC SOUL 

Some of the oft-repeated epithets of Saguna Brahman in the Upan­
ishads are Brahma, Hiranyagarbha, Viriit, Priina, and Sutriitmii. They 
all in a general way denote the World Soul, the Cosmic Soul, the 
Cosmic Mind, or the Cosmic Person. According to later Vediintists, 
when the Absolute, or Pure Consciousness, becomes conditioned by 
the upiidhi of the gross universe, It is called Viriit; when conditioned 
by that of the subtle universe, It is called Hiranyagarbha; and when 
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conditioned by that of the causal universe, It is called Priina or Sut­
riitirul. In the writings of Vedantists, however, these terms are often 
interchanged. Hiranyagarbha, or Brahmii, is mentioned in the Rig­
Veda as the first-hom when Brahman becomes conditioned by nlliyii. 
He is the first entity endowed with the consciousness of individuality. 
"Who creates the God Brahmii in the beginning and who communi­
cates to Him the Vedas also."H4 He is called Brahma (masculine) and 
is differentiated from Brahman (neuter). He is the "Golden Egg," 
containing in potential form the future manifold universe. In contrast 
with the jiva, the individualized consciousness, who is conscious only 
of his own soul, Brahm§. is conscious of all souls. The totality of all 
beings is His individuality (sarvabhimlini). 

It is implicit in the Upanishadic teachings that the entire objective 
universe is possible only in so far as it is sustained by a knowing subiect. 
Though this knowing subject is manifested in all individual subjects, 
yet it is not, by any means, identified with them. Individual subjects 
come into existence and die, but the universe continues to exist. \Vho, 
then, is its perceiver or knower? It is Brahm§., or Hiranyagarbha, who is 
the eternal Knowing Subject by which the universe is sustained. All 
living beings respond in more or less like manner to the outside 
world, and experience the same sensations, because their individual 
minds are controlled by the cosmic mind of Brahma, and also because 
they are part and parcel of Him. When, at the end of a cycle, Brahmii 
dies, the universe dies with Him. Though identified with all minds and 
the entire universe, Brahma. is also described as the presiding deity 
or governor of a special plane, or heaven, known as Brahmaloka, the 
Plane of Brahmli. This is the most exalted realm in the relative uni­
verse and may be compared, in a general way, to the heaven of the 
dualistic religions. Those fortunate mortals who, while living on earth, 
worship Saguna Brahman with whole-souled devotion, meditating on 
their identity with Him, proceed after death to Brahmaloka, where 
they dwell absorbed in contemplation of Sagona Brahman. There they 
experience uninterrupted peace and blessedness and take part in the 
cosmic life of BrahrrUi.. They are not affected by any of the shortcom­
ings of the other relative planes, such as disease, pain, thirst, or hunger. 
These inhabitants of Brahmaloka do not come back to earth, but at the 
end of the cycle become absorbed, together with Brahmii, in the 
attributeless Brahman and thus attain final Liberation. This is described 
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as kramamukti, or Liberation attained by stages. There is another class 
of devotees who also attain to Brahmaloka after death but come back 
to earth for a new embodiment after reaping the results of their meri­
torious actions. They are those who have performed one hundred 
Horse-sacrifices and also those who have lived, according to the scrip­
tural injunctions, the life of a brahmachiiri until their death. 

The path to Brahmaloka lies through what has been described in 
the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Giti (VIII. 24.) as the Devayana, 
or Way of the Gods, which is characterized by various luminous stages, 
such as flame, day, the bright fortnight of the moon, the bright half of 
the year (when the sun travels northward), the sun, and lightning. 
It is also called the Northern Path. There is another path, called the 
Pitriyina, the Way of the Fathers, or the Southern Path, which leads 
to Chandraloka, the Plane of the Moon. To it go, after death, those 
householders who have performed their daily obligatory duties and 
worshipped the gods, following the scriptural rules, with a view to en­
joying the results of their meritorious actions in this lower heaven. 
The path leading to Chandraloka is characterized by dark stages, such as 
smoke and not flame, night and not day, the dark fortnight of the 
moon and not the bright, and the months of winter and not of summer. 
After enjoying the results of their meritorious actions in this lower 
heaven, souls come back to earth and are born as ordinary mortals. 
What happens to those who have attained complete Self-Knowledge 
while living here on earth, and also to those who have committed very 
vile actions, will be discussed later.1711 

Brahman's universal fonn, known as Virit, has been described in 
sublime language in the Hindu scriptures. 'Whence the sun rises and 
whither it goes to set, in whom all the devas are contained, and whom 
none can ever pass beyond."176 "From whom all works, all desires, all 
odours and tastes, proceed-He who embraces all this, who never speaks 
and is never surprised."1n The universe is His body. 

A hymn of the Rig-Veda addressed to the Purusha (the Cosmic 
PeiSOn) describes His universal form in the following manner: The 
Purusha has a thousand heads, a thousand eyes, and a thousand feet. 
He covers the universe on all sides and transcends it "by the measure 
of ten fingers." All this-the past, the present, and the future-is 

ns See P· 104 and p. 99. 
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indeed the Purusha; He alone is the Lord of all, mortal and immortal. 
"Its hands and feet are everywhere; Its eyes and head are everywhere; 
Its ears are everywhere; It stands encompassing all in the world."17S 

"The heavens are His head; the sun and moon, His eyes; the quarters, 
His ears; the revealed Vedas, His speech; the wind is His breath; the 
universe, His heart. From His feet is pnxluced the earth. He is, indeed, 
the Inner Self of all beings."179 This universal form comprises not 
only our earth and the galactic system to which it belongs, but all 
the fourteen worlds of Hindu mythology-the seven above and the 
seven below-and all the animate and inanimate creatures dwelling 
therein, including gods and angels, men and animals, birds and insects, 
trees, plants, shrubs, and creepers. This totality is the Lord's universal 
form. 

THE GREAT LORD (MAHESVARA) 

The Upanishads sometimes describe Saguna Brahman as the ''high­
est Supreme Lord of Lords, the Highest Deity of Deities, the Master 
of Masters."180 "He has duly allotted to the eternal World-Creators 
their respective duties."181 Who are these "eternal World-Creators"( 
The Upanishads certainly do not believe in many Gods or Ultimate 
Realities. Brahman is one and without a second. ''To whom there is 
nothing superior, from whom there is nothing different, than whom 
there is nothing smaller or latger, who stands alone."IS2 ''Beyond the 
Purusha there is nothing: this is the end, the Supreme Goal,"183 Who, 
then, are these numerous Lords, and what is their relationship to the 
Supreme Lord? The answers to these questions have been elaborated 
in the PurBnas but already indicated in the Upanishads. Let us try 

to understand the subject by the analogy of modem astronomy. 
The Brahmanda, or Egg of Brahmii, described by the Hindu seers, 

may be likened, without pressing the comparison too far, to the solar 
system. The name is derived from its shape, which is oval, like an 
egg, or, more precisely, elliptical. There are, according to the rishis, 
innumerable Brabmiindas, which constantly appear and disappear in 
the Ocean of the Great Cause (Mahakarana). 

m Soot. Up. III. 16. 
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The planets and their satellites, which revolve with the sun as 
their centre, constitute our solar system. The earth, which is a tiny 
speck in comparison with the sun, is one of the planets. The moon is 
a satellite of the earth. Other planets also have their satellites. These 
satellites move along their orbits with the planet as their centre; and 
the planets move with the sun as their centre. The ellipse which de­
termines the boundary of the solar system may be called the sun's 
circumference. 

Countless stars shine in the firmament of the night, and yet only 
a few of all that exist come within the ken even of the most powerful 
telescope. It takes many, many years for the light of a star-travelling 
at the rate of one hundred and eighty-six thousand miles per second­
to reach the earth. It is said that the light of some stars has not yet 
reached us. Each is a sun-most of them many times larger than our 
own sun. Probably many are the centres of their own solar systems, 
having their own planets and satellites. No one can count, or even 
estimate, the number of solar systems in the creation. 

The earth supports life in various forms, and there is no reason to 
suppose that such life exists only here. The Hindu seers state that 
life is to be found-it may be in different forms-in other solar sys· 
terns also; but such knowledge, of course, is beyond the veri6cation 
of physical science as it is known to us at the present time. 

The Brahmanda (Cosmic Egg) of the Pur8nas may be likened to 
a single solar system. Each Brahm.iinda has its own Lord, its Governor 
or Controller, who, needless to say, is a manifestation, in mayi, of 
Brahman, or the Absolute. This Lord, or Hvara, has three aspects: as 
Brahma He creates, as Vishnu He preserves, and as Siva He destroys. 
These three form one Lord, or God, who is known by three different 
names according to His three functions. Since the Brahmandas are 
·without number, so too are the Brahmas, Vishnus, and Sivas without 
number. The Puriina says: "One may be able to count the number of 
sands on the seashore, but one cannot count the number of the 
Brahmiindas or the deities controlling them." 

He who is the Lord of these countless deities is Mahe~vara, or the 
Supreme Lord-Saguna Brahman. Brahmiis, Vishnus, and Sivas are 
innumerable, but MaheSvara is one and without a second. Each ISvara 
is the Lord of one Brahmanda alone; but Mahclvara is the Lord of all 
ISvaras and also of the millions of Brahmandas. "Endowed with in· 
6nite power, Brahman is the Lord of Lords." He is the Emperor, and 
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the ISvaras are kings, more or less autonomous in their respective 
realms. Further, under each of the ISvaras are many subsidiary deities 
performing various duties in the Brahmanda. 

Thus there are innumerable Brahmandas in the creation, each with 
its independent ruling Lord, and under Him, in each universe, many 
subsidiary deities. And at the head of all is MaheSvara, the King of 
Kings. MaheSvara is sometimes called the Eternal Lord (Nitya ISvara); 
and ISvara, sometimes, the Created Lord (Janya Hvara). The latter is 
known also by the general name of Brahma, whereas the former is 
Saguna Brahman. Brahma is the first created being in the relative 
universe. "Brahma, the Maker of the universe and the Preserver of 
the world, was the 6rst among the devas."184 "He who 6rst creates 
Brahmii and delivers the Vedas to Him."186 ''The 6rst·born, the off· 
spring of austerity."186 "Brahma revealed the knowledge of the Vedas 
to Hiranyagarbha, I-liranyagarbha to Manu, and Manu t!;\ \is oft­
spring."187 

Rudimentary matter, the 6rst stage in the manifestation of the rela­
tive universe, was evolved from Saguna Brahman Himself. This matter 
is sometimes called the "primeval waters" (ap), the unmanifested 
prakriti. Brahman "saw Hiranyagarbha arise" from these waters.188 

As we have noted above, the sun is the centre of a solar system, or 
Brahmanda. The Lord of the Brahmanda is described as dwelling in 
the sun. The Upanishads often describe Him as the "Person in the 
sun." 'The Person that is seen in the sun-1 am He, I am He 
indeed.''ISG "0 Nourisher, lone traveller of the sky! Controller! 0 Sun, 
Offspring of Prajiipati! Gather Your rays; withdraw Your light. I would 
see, through Your grace, that fonn of Yours which is the fairest. I am, 
indeed He, that Purusha, who dwells there."190 This Person in the 
sun is sometimes called Vishnu, because He pervades a11-the entire 
solar system. Here is a further description of the Deity: "Now that 
Person, bright as gold, who is seen within the sun, with golden beard 

1~ Mu. Up. I. i. 1. 
185 Soet, Up. VI. 18. 
lRG Kn. Up. II. I. 6. 
tsr Chh, Up. III. xi. 4. 
ras Brahma is created from prakriti; He is not eternal The Supreme Brahman 

alone is eternal. 
'"

9 Chh. Up. IV. xi. 1. 
190 Ii. Up. 16. 



74 THE UPANISHADS 

and golden hair-golden altogether to the very tips of His nails., ,"191 

Who is this Person dwelling in the sun; and why is the solar deity 
called a person? Sankar<icharya, in his commentary on the Bri.hadiir­
anyaka Upanisluul,l9~ states that He, Prajiipati, is like a person, being 
endowed with a head, hands, and other parts. He was the first to be 
created. The Praj3pati of the present cycle had practised meditation 
in a previous cycle and perfonned Vedic rites, with a view to occupying 
the position of the Lord in the next cycle. Others, too, had done the 
same, but among them all, He was the first to be freed from such 
obstacles as gross ignorance and attachment. What this means is this: 
that in the previous cycle many aspirants practised spiritual disciplines 
but did not attain complete Liberation because they still possessed traces 
of desire and attachment. Of these, the most advanced was reborn in 
the present cycle, as the Prajapati of the Brahmanda, in which capacity 
He now enjoys great power and bliss. But this position of Brahmii 
must not be confused with the attainment of the Highest Good, or 
Liberation; for even He is said to be affiicted by fear and unhappiness. 
His life is impermanent, lasting for the duration of a Brahmiinda. His 
position, though an exalted one, still belongs to the relative world. 
Only the courageous aspirant who can renounce the position of Brahma, 
which is non-eternal, can attain the Highest Good. 

To give a brief outline of this interpretation of the creation: In the 
beginning-that is to say, before the evolution of names and forms, 
time and space-Atman, or Brahman, alone exists. Then It becomes 
conditioned by maya, Its own inscrutable power. At that time Brahman 
is called Saguna Brahman-Mahclvara, or the Great Lord. The idea 
of creation arises in His mind. Sa aikshata-"He thought." Then Brah­
man, on account of maya, forgets, as it were, Its in&nite nature and 
regards Itself as an individual entity. It says: "I am one; I shall be 
many." 

Three "moments" are to be distinguished in creation: First, the 
Supreme Brahman accepts the limitation of maya and becomes Ma­
heSvara. Second, the desire for creation arises in His mind. Third, He 
feels His loneliness and decides to multiply Himself. Then, with the 
help of maya, He creates akaSa, air, and the other elements. 

MaheSvara, who is the Ruler of all the Brahmandas, is thus the 
First Person in the creation, Hiranyagarbha, or Brahma, who as a 
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result of spiritual disciplines practised in a previous cycle, becomes 
the Ruler of a Brahmanda, is the Second Person. Though possessed 
of an individuality, He identifies Himself with the whole universe; 
He is described in the Vedas as endowed with innumerable heads, 
innumerable eyes, and innumerable feet. And the Godhead dwelling 
in every heart is the Third Person. He is Antaryamin, or the Inner 

Guide. 

MICROCOSM AND MACROCOSM 

One of the most signi&cant symbols of Brahman, both Personal and 
. Om IllS "Th I Impersonal, is Aum, pronounced and often wntten . e g~ 

which all the Vedas declare, which all austerities aim at, and wh1ch 
men desire when they lead the life of continence, I will tell you 
brieRy: it is Om. This syllable Om is indeed Brahman. This syllable 
is the Highest. Whoso knows this syllable obtains whatever he desires. 
This is the best support; this is the highest support. Whoso knows 
this support is adored in the world of Brahmii."104 The Miindukya 
Upanishad discusses Brahman through Om. "0,~, th~ sylla~le, .is .all 
this."l9.1 Patanjali states in the Yoga Sutras:106 Om 1s the Sigrufytng 

word of ISvara." 
The word as written in Sanskrit consists of three letters: A, U, and 

M. These are called the three quarters, or letters, of Om. There is a 
fourth quarter, denoted by the prolonged undifferentiated sound M, 
which comes at the end, as the word is pronounced. This is the symbol 
of Nirguna Brahman, or Pure Consciousness. "That which is pardess, 
incomprehensible, non-dual, ail bliss., and which brings abo~t the 
cessation of the phenomenal world, is Om, the Fourth, and venly the 
same as Atman. He who knows this merges his self in the Self."U7 
The first three quarters, or letters, of Om apply to the relative universe. 
A called VaiSviinara, is the &rst quarter; it functions in the waking 
st~te. U, called Taijasa, is the second quarter; it functions in the 
dream state. And M, cailed Prajna, is the third quarter; it functions 
in the state of dreamless sleep. VaiSvanara is the experiencer of the 
gross, Taijasa of the subtle, and Priijna of the causal.l98 The fourth 
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quarter-which in reality is indescribable in tenns of relations, but 
is called the fourth only with reference to the other three------is T uriya, 
or Pure Consciousness, which permeates all the states and is also 
transcendent. 

Let us now try to develop the meaning of what has been outlined 
in the two preceding paragraphs. All our relative experiences are in· 
eluded in the waking state, the dream state, and the state of deep 
sleep. In the waking state we experience, through the gross body and 
the sense-organs, the gross world. In dreams we experience subde 
objects through mind, or the subtle body. The causal world we ex· 
perience in dreamless sleep, when the mind and the sense-organs do 
not function. Yogins, even in the waking state, can experience the subtle 
and causal worlds, which have objective reality. One must use the gross 
body to experience the gross world, the subtle body to experience the 
subtle world, and the causal body to experience the causal world. There­
fore, corresponding to the three worlds-the gross, the subtle, and the 
causal-there are three states, namely, waking, dreaming, and deep 
sleep, and also three bodies, namely, the gross, the subtle, and the 
causal. But it must not be forgotten that Consciousness is Atman, 
which is always present in the three states and forms their substratum. 
When Atman uses the gross body for the experience of the gross world, 
It is given the technical name of Vi§va. When It uses the subtle body 
for the experience of the subtle world, It is called Taijasa. And when 
the same Atman uses the causal body for the experience of the causal 
world, It is called Priijna, Atman is one and without a second. It is 
Pure Brahman. It is bodiless. When associated with the three upiidhis 
It is given three different names. Free from any upiidhi, It is Brahman, 
the Absolute. 

The above is a description of the microcosm, or individual soul. The 
same is true of the macrocosm, or totality of souls. 

"This Atman is Brahman."199 As in the case of the individual soul, 
Brahman also functions in the relative universe in the three states, in 
association with three upiidhis, and is known by three technical names. 
With reference to the gross upiidhi, Brahman is called Viriit; with 
reference to the subtle upiidhi, Hiranyagarbha or Prajiipati; and with 
reference to the causa! upiidhi, Sutriitmii or Priina. But, as has already 
been stated, all these terms are often interchanged in the earlier 
Vedanta books. 

11H1 Mri. Uv. 2. 
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There is no intrinsic difference between the microcosm and the 
macrocosm. A forest (macrocosm) is nothing but an aggregate of in· 
dividual trees (microcosm). A lake (macrocosm) is an aggregate of small 
portions of water (microcosm). But both microcosm and macrocosm 
possess their own distinctive individuality. The macrocosm, though 
an aggregate of individual units, is not a mere abstraction. This can 
be better explained by the illustration of cells. A living body con· 
sists of innumerable cells, each of which possesses a distinctive in· 
dividuality. The totality of cells, the body, has however its own inde­
pendent individuality. Each cell has a distinct life and purpose of its 
own. It lives by extracting from its immediate environment what is 
necessary for its growth and nutrition. But this work has, for its end, 
the ultimate nutrition and building-up of the whole body, of which 
each individual cell forms a very small, but necessary, distinct unit. 

A gross living body consists of the aggregate of its living cells. Like­
wise, the aggregate of all gross individual bodies constitutes Viriit; the 
aggregate of all individual subtle bodies, Hiranyagarbha; and the 
aggregate of all causal bodies, Sutriitmii, or Priina. The gross upidhi 
consists of the totality of gross bodies; in other words, the instrument 
through which Brahman functions in the gross world is the totality 
of the gross bodies. The subtle upadhi consists of the totality of subtle 
bodies; in the subtle world Brahman's instrument is the totality of 
subtle bodies, or minds. The causal upiidhi consists of the totality of 
causal bodies; when Brahman functions in the causal world, It uses 
the totalitv of causal bodies as Its instrument. 

The subtle and causal bodies may also refer to advanced souls in 
different states of perfection. They are the media through which the 
higher attributes of the Lord, such as knowledge, power, love, purity, 
and compassion, 6nd expression in the universe. The Lord may be 
likened to the centre, the very heart, of the universe, and the great 
souls, to the arteries that meet there. By them the life-blood is carried 
to all parts of the universe. 

It has been stated before that the Lord, when associated with the 
upiidhi of the causal bodies, is called Sutrii.tmii. The word means, 
literally, the "Thread Soul"-that is to say, the thread-like, subtle 
substance that joins together all the different individuals--men, gods, 
animals, and inorganic beings. It is like the protoplasmic substance 
which, by its minute threads, passing through the cell-walls, unites the 
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cells in a living organism. "It is He who pervades all."200 "By Me, in 
My unmanifested form, are all things in this universe pervaded."201 

All that has been stated above applies also in the case of MaheSvara, 
the Great Lord. He represents the totality of all Brahmas. These 
Brahmls sometimes are compared to mere bubbles that appear and 
disappear in the Ocean of the Great Cause. Each one of them is born, 
lives for a while, and ultimately dies. Even when one Brahma with 
his Brahmaloka disappears, others continue to exist and function. The 
merging of one Brahma into MaheSvara after his life-span is com• 
pleted is called a partial dissolution (khandapralaya). The merging 
of all Brahmas, after uncountable ages, into MaheSvara, is called 
a great dissolution (mahapralaya). Each destruction, partial or com­
plete, is followed by a new creation. The systole and diastole of the 
cosmic heart never stops. 

The Upanishads often say that only when a man feels dispassion 
for all forms of life, from the blade of grass to Brahma, is he qualified 
to be a seeker of Liberation. From the standpoint of the Absolute, all 
manifestations are impermanent and transitory. Brahman alone is the 
immutable Witness of the births and deaths in the creation. And that 
Brahman dwells in each man's heart as his inmost Soul. 

SYNTHESIS 

We have already spoken of the two aspects .of Brahman: Nirguna 
and Sagona. Nirguna Brahman is characterized by an absence of all 
attributes. It is Pure Consciousness and the immutable foundation of 
the universe. Again, in association with maya, Brahman appears as 
Saguna Brahman, which, from the standpoint of the Absolute, is 
mutable and impermanent, The knowledge of the former is called the 
Higher Knowledge, and that of the latter, the lower knowledge. 
The Higher Knowledge brings about immediate Liberation, resulting in 
the utter cessation of all suffering and the attainment of supreme Bliss. 
The lower knowledge leads to the realization of the position of Brahmii 
and thus paves the Way for ultimate Liberation. It offers the highest 
happiness in the material world. But still it is not Immortality. The 
attainment of the Higher Knowfedge, or Parii. Vidyii, is the goal of 
the spiritual life. But the lower knowledge, or aparii. vidyii, is not to 
be neglected or despised. As long as a man is conscious of the ego and 
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the outside world, and as long as he takes these to be real, so long 
must he cultivate this knowledge. The Bhagavad Gitii says that if a 
man who is identified with the body follows the way of the Unmani­
fest, he only courts misery. The Mundaka Upanishad exhorts the pupil 
to cultivate both the Higher Knowledge and the lower knowledge. 
"The fetters of the heart are broken, all doubts are resolved, and all 
works cease to bear fruit, when He is beheld who is both high and 
low.''202 

As we have seen above, Brahman, in association with miiyii, becomes 
MaheSvara. His glories have been described. in the Upanishads. He is 
the Ruler of all, the Controller of all, and the Inner Guide of all 
beings. The sun, moon, and stars obey His commands. Under His 
wise providence the seasons and years follow each other in orderly 
succession. He is the thunderbolt, ready to be hurled at transgressors 
of His laws--"He to whom briihmins and kshattriyas are mere food, 
and death itself a condiment."203 He covers the universe and also ex· 
tends beyond 

This universal aspect of the Lord has been described in most vivid 
language in the eleventh chapter of the Bhagavad GilA in Arjuna's 
hymn to Sri Krishna : 

"I behold Thee with myriads of anns and bellies, with myriads of 
faces and eyes. I behold Thee, infinite in fonn, on every side, but I 
sec not Thy end nor Thy middle nor Thy beginning, 0 Lord of the 
universe, 0 Universal Fonnl ... Into Thee enter these hosts of gods, 
and some in fear extol Thee with folded hands. And bands of rishis 
and siddhas exclaim: 'May there be peace!' and praise Thee with 
splendid hymns." The Lord describes Himself in the Gita as "mighty, 
world-destroying Time." This Form embodies the vast extent of crea­
tion, preservation, and destruction; past, present, and future; gods, men, 
animals, and inorganic things. One blest with the exalted vision be­
holds all this simultaneously and in one instant. Naturally mortal 
eyes become dazed with the manifestation of so much glory, power, 
and splendour. Arjuna, terrified by the spectacle, obtained peace of 
mind only when the Lord withdrew His effulgence and appeared 
before him again as the Personal God whom he had always loved· and 
..:herished in his heart. 

There is another aspect of Sagona Brahman, which is tender, gende, 
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and redemptive. "He is Bliss."204 The Chhiindogya Upanishad describes 
Him as the "Refuge of love" and the "Lord of love." "0 Rudra, let 
Thy gracious face protect me for evcr."2o.:; "The Lord, the Giver of 
blessings, the Adorable God-by revering Him one attains eternal 
peace.''206 The seers of the Upanishads addressed Him as their Father 
and prayed to Him to lead them to the other side of maya. The various 
forms which Saguna Brahman assumes for the welfare of the devotees 
have been known and worshipped all over the world-as the Father 
in Heaven, Allah the great, Jehovah the just,' Vishnu, Siva, and 
Brahmii---emphasizing the dilferent aspects of the Great Lord Mahe~ 
vara. 

A more tender and human manifestation of the Great Lord is seen 
in His Incarnations, the Avatiiras. The Bhagavad Gitii says that when· 
ever virtue declines and vice prevails, the Godhead, with the help of 
maya, takes a human form for the protection of the virtuous and the 
chastisement of the wicked. Men naturally understand God better 
when He appears to them in a human form. They can then establish 
with Him a sweet, human relationship. They can regard Him as Father, 
Mother, Friend, or Beloved and pour out their heart's love for Him. 
This intense love of God consumes the dross of lust, greed, passion, 
anger, pride, selfishness, and other impurities of the devotee's mind 
and enables it to acquire one-pointedness. The mind thus purified can 
then comprehend the Absolute. 

As already stated, Nirguna Brahman and Saguna Brahman are not 
fundamentally different entities. It is maya that makes the difference, 
as a stick laid across water seems to divide it. Sri Ramakrishna com· 
pared Nirguna Brahman to the infinite ocean, and Saguna Brahman to 
blocks of ice. Intense cold freezes the water of the ocean into solid 
ice; again, the blazing heat of the sun melts the ice into water. Like­
wise, on account of the intense love of the aspirant, Brahman, with 
the help of maya, embodies Itself and becomes God with form; again, 
the discrimination and knowledge of the aspirant, like the heat of the 
sun, melt the form into the indefinable Absolute. When a bird-to 
use another iiiustration of Sri Ramakrishna's---gets tired by continuously 
flying in the sky, it seeks a tree to rest its weary wings. Likewise, a 
seer of Truth, when not in communion with Pure Brahman, enjoys 
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the embodied fonns of the Godhead. The Bhagavatam says: "Even the 
sages who are delighted with the realization of their inmost Self, and 
who have cut all the bonds of the world, show for Hari207 love which 
is utterly free from motives-such is His wonderful glory." 

Maya exercises its bewitching power upon the unillumined; but the 
sages, whose minds are enlightened by the Knowledge of Brahman, 
see in the relative universe, created by maya, the manifestation of 
Brahman. To them everything-even maya-is Brahman. They do 
not deny the forms of God and the creation. Whether contemplating 
the Absolute or participating in the relative, they see Brahman alone 
everywhere-in the undifferentiated Absolute as well as in names and 
forms. Maya cannot delude them. Sri Ramakrishna used to say that 
to accept names and forms divorced from the reality of Brahman is 
ajnana, ignorance; to see Brahman alone, and deny the world, .is 
philosophical knowledge, jnana; but to see Brahman e~erywhere, In 

names and forms, in good and evil, pain and pleasure, hfe and death, 
as well as in the depths of meditation, is vijnana, a supremely rich 
knowledge. Endowed with vijnana, blessed souls comm~ne. with 
Brahman in meditation and devote themselves, when not meditatmg, to 
the service of the world. 

METHODS OF INSTRUCTION' SYMBOLS 

The seventh chapter of the Chhiindogya Upanishad narrates the 
story of Sanatkumiira instructing Narada in the Knowledge of Brahman. 
The pupil had studied the different branches of the lower knowledge, 
such as the Vedic rituals, the Puranas, grammar, ethics, and the other 
sciences; but with all that, he knew that he could not overcome grief. 
He therefore asked the teacher for that knowledge which would carry 
him beyond grief. Sanatkumiira told Narada that all he had studied 
was only a name. He taught Narada about Brahman ~rough .such 
symbols as vak (speech), manas (mind), sankalpa (desJ.re), ch1ttam 
(mind-stuff), and dhyiinam (meditation). Through these Niirada was 
instructed finally in Bhumii, the Infinite, beyond which there is nothing, 
which comprehends all, fills all space, and yet is identical with Atman. 

The Upanishads abound in symbolic representations of Brahman 
and Atman. What is the meaning of a symbol? It is a visible sign of 
an invisible entity. The Sanskrit words generally used for "symbol'' 
are pratika and pratima. Some of the important symbols of Brahman 

20T An epithet of the Personal God. 
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are prana (the vital breath), viiyu (wind), akasa (space), manas 
(mind), aditya (the sun), and Om. A pratimii, or image, as seen in 
the popular religions, is also a symbol of the Godhead. Beginners, with 
their restricted understanding, need a symbol in order to contemplate 
the Highest. Thus a Cross, an Ark, a Crescent, a statue, a book, .6.re, 
and temples have all been used as so many symbols. In the minds of 
the unworthy a symbol often degenerates into an idol which is wor­
shipped: to worship a symbol as God is idolatry. But to worship God 
through a symbol is a legitimate means of divine communion. In the 
one case the Godhead is brought down to the level of a mattrial object; 
in the other case, the image itself is spiritualized. The Upanishads stress 
the method of knowledge more than that of formal worship. The Truth 
is to be realized by hearing about It from a qualified teacher, reasoning 
about It in one's own mind, and lastly by contemplating It. 

Prajapati taught lndra about Atman by stages.2<18 He had once de­
clared: "The Self (Atman), which is free from sin, free from old age, 
from death and grief, from hunger and thirst, which desires nothing 
but what it ought to desire and imagines nothing but what it ought to 
imagine-That it is which we must search out, That it is which we 
must try to understand." Indra, the king of the gods, and Virochana, 
the king of the demons, had approached Praj3.pati and asked him about 
the Knowledge of Atman. He taught them .6.rst through the illustration 
of the reSection one sees by looking into another's eyes, into water, 
and into a mirror, saying that what they saw there was Atman. Both 
disciples took the body for the Self and went away satisfied. But 
lndra, after some contemplation, found limitations inherent in the 
corporeal self, which therefore could not be "immortal and fearless, 
free from hunger and thirst, sinless, and free from old age." He asked 
the teacher for further instruction and was taught that the self which 
roams about untrammeled in dreams was Atman. In dreams it is free 
from the limitations of the waking body and yet it remains real and 
individual. But Indra thought that though the lin:ritations of the waking 
state might not afFect the dream soul, yet it remained bound by cor­
poreal conditions. For instance, in dreams also one ''becomes conscious, 
as it were, of pain and sheds tears." At last Praj3pati said: "When a 
man, being asleep, relaxed, and at perfect rest, sees no dreams-that 
is the Self. This is the Immortal, the Fearless; this is Brahman." lndra 
had thought that the state of deep sleep was surely a state of annibila-
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tion, when a man remains ignorant of himself and the universe. 
Prajlipati explained, however, the significance of deep sleep, in which 
the distinction of subject and object ceases to exist. It is nearest to 
the experience of T uriya, or Pure Consciousness, when the Self realizes 
Itself as the Knowing Subject without any object. This is the true and 
pristine nature of Consciousness, not resting upon empirical experi· 
ence or devoted to objects external to Itself. 

In the above illustration we see three successive conceptions of 
Atman. First is the ordinary materialistic view. Atman is the body; it 
perishes with it. The image seen in water or a mirror is a reflection of 
the body, complete "to the hair and the nails." When the body is 
adorned with fine clothes, the reflection also appears to be so adorned. 
Therefore by protecting the body with food and clothes one protects 
Atman. Second, Atman is the individual soul, which is always asso­
ciated with a body but never dependent upon a particular one. In 
sleep the waking body is replaced by a dream body. According to this 
view Atman is bound by corporeal conditions through successive births 
and deaths. Third, Atman is Pure Consciousness, the non-dual and 
supreme Self, omnipresent and omniscient. It exists independent of 
empirical experience. 

The method followed in the above instruction is called the Arun· 
dhatinyiya, or way of showing the star Arundhati. According to an old 
Hindu custom, a bride, after her marriage, is asked to look at a tiny star 
called Arundhati, hardly visible to the naked eye. She is .6.rst told to 6x 
her gaze on the branch of a tree pointing to the star; next, on a large star 
close to it; then on a smaller star; and at last, when her eyes are trained, 
on Arundhati itself. 

BRAHMAN AS PRANA AND VAYU 
Two frequently used symbols of Brahman in the Upanishads are 

prina and vayu. The word p:r3na, often inadequately translated as 
"breath," is used in a variety of ways. It denotes the vital organs, the 
breathing, and also the life principle which animates the vital organs. 
It is identical with vayu, the wind, which is the vital breath of the 
universe. Of vliyu, the cosmic breath, the breath of the individual is a 
partial manifestation. As in the case of the Ry-shuttle in a textile mill, 
when the pcina begins to work, all the organs work. The body of an 
organic being lives as long, as the prii.na inhabits it. All the organs are 
dependent upon the piina. "As bees go out when their queen goes 
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out, and return when she returns, thus deed, speech, eye, mind, and 
ear follow the prana."2<19 "As the spokes of a wheel hold to the nave, 
so does all this hold to the prll.na."210 Relinquished by the priina, a 
living being is reduced to a corpse, without value or significance. The 
Chhandogya Upanishad, quoted above, says that a man must not 
treat roughly his father or mother, or sister or brother or teacher· if 
he does so he is condemned by all. But after the priina has left th;m, 
their bodies, now corpses, may be struck even with a spear, as is done 
to a burning body on a fWleral pyre. 

Several Upanishads describe the rivalry of the organs to detennine 
which one is supreme. Once, for example, the vital organs came to 
Prajiipati to learn which of them was essential to a living being. Prajii­
pati said: "He on account of whose departure the body seems worse than 
the worst-he is the best among you." The tongue (speech) departed. 
Having been absent for a year, it came back and asked: "How have 
you been able to live without me?" The other organs replied: "Like 
mute people, not speaklng, but breathing with the nose, seeing with 
the eyes, hearing with the ears, and thinking with the mind. Thus 
we lived." Then, one by one, the eyes, the ears, the mind, departed. 
But the body continued to live, like one blind, one deaf, or one whose 
mind, like that of an infant, is not yet fanned. But-"the priina, when 
on the point of departing, tore up the other senses, as a horse, when 
he breaks loose, tears up the pegs to which he is tethered. They all 
came to him and said: 'Sir, be thou our lord. Thou art the best among 
us. Do not depart from us.' "211 

Prana is not only the life principle in the individual; it is also a 
cosmic principle. The Upanishads speak of the identity of the micro­
cosm and the macrocosm: that which is manifest in the universe as a 
whole, with all its phenomena, finds complete expression in man as 
well. Thus it is said of a man that his head is heaven, his navel is the 
interspace, his feet the earth, his eyes the sun, his mind the moon, his 
mouth lndra and Agni, his ears the heavenly regions, and his prll.na 
the wind. Priina, on accoWlt of its pervasiveness, is identified with 
viiyu, the wind. Just as in the contest among the organs the priina was 
declared to be the chief, so also in the contest among the gods-6re, 
the SWl, the moon, and vayu, which are the cosmic equivalents of the 
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organs-vayu came out supreme. For when all the gods became weary, 
vayu alone retained its energy. Other deities fade; but not so, viiyu. 
Regarding vayu it is declared: "From which the sun rises and in which 
it sets."212 Priina, as vayu, is identified with Hiranyagarbha, or Su­
triitmii. "Through this Sutra, or Viyu, this and the next life and all 
beings are held together."213 The senses, at the time of deep sleep, 
enter into the priina, and the deities, at the end of a cycle, into 
Sutriitmii, or the cosmic prina. 

Thus we 6nd in the Upanishads that one of the most important 
symbols of Brahman is prina, the life principle that pervades and sus­
tains the universe and the individual body. "Prina is verily Brahman" 
-prano vai Brahma.114 

MANAS AND AKASA 
The manas, or mind, is the inner organ. It is the instrument of 

deliberation. The mind deliberates on the sensations gathered through 
the outer organs (eyes, ears, nose, skin, and tongue) and detennines 
what is right and what is wrong. Though an untrained mind is a 
cause of attachment and ~ndage, a purified mind is the means by 
which one realizes Brahman. "May He stimulate our understanding!" 
is the most ancient prayer of the Vedas. The Upanishads have used 
the mind as a symbol of Brahman. "Let a man meditate on the mind 
as Brahman."2111 Mano vai Brahma-''The mind is verily Brahman."218 

AkiiSa, generally translated as sky, space, ether, or heaven, has no 
real equivalent in English. Swami Vivekananda has described it as 
an intangible substance which is the finest form of matter, as prina 
is the subtlest fonn of energy. Akiib. is that all·pervading and all­
penetrating substance found everywhere in the universe, of which 
tangible objects are gross manifestations. It is the first material element 
to be evolved from Brahman. On account of its omnipresence and all· 
pervasiveness, iikiib. is often used as a symbol of Brahman. "It is iikaSa 
from which all these creatures take their rise and into which they again 
return. AkaSa is older than these; iika.Sa is their ultimate end."111 

"The Brahman which has been thus described [as immortal, with 
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three feet in heaven, and as the Gayatri] is the same as the aka5a which 
is around us; and the akaSa which is around us is the same as the 
akMa which is within us; and the iikaSa which is within us is the same 
as the aka.Sa which is within the heart. That ansa which is within the 
heart is omnipresent and unchanging."218 The allia "within the lotus 
of the heart" is to be meditated upon as Brahman. In the Chhandogya 
Upanishad,219 kham (akaSa) is declared to be identical with Kam 
(Bliss): "Kam is Brahman; kham is Brahman." Through these mutual 
quali6cations both sensual pleasure and corporeality are denied with 
respect to Brahman. 

THE SUN 

Of all phenomenal objects, the sun was regarded with the greatest 
wonder and admiration by the ancients everywhere. Its rays dispel 
darkness, and the daytime is generally 6lled with the various activities 
by which a civilization is created and developed. Even modern scientists 
are looking to the cosmic rays, associated with the sun, as a source of 
matter. The Upanishads describe the sun as a symbol of Brahman. 
The Gayatri mantra is directed to the Purusha dwelling in the sun. 
The natural sunlight is a symbol of spiritual light. Brahman is the 
real Sun of the universe; and the natural sun is the phenomenal form 
of Brahman. The Purusha in the sun, whose counterpart is the purusha 
in the right eye, was worshipped by the Vedic seers. A dying man 
prays to the sun: "The door of the Truth is covered by a golden disc. 
Open it, 0 Nourisher! Remove it so that I who have been worshipping 
the Truth may behold It. 0 Nourisher, lone Traveller of the sky! 
Contro1ler! 0 Sun, Offspring of Prajapati! Gather Your rays; withdraw 
Your light. I would see, through Your grace, that form of Yours which 
is the fairest. I am indeed He, that Purusha, who dwells there."220 

But the most important symbol of Brahman is Om. It is, as stated 
before, the symbol of both Nitguna Brahman and Brahman with 
attributes. Ordinary worshippers cannot disregard symbols. Only the 
highest man, in the depths of his meditation, sees Truth face to face 
and gives up symbols. As the times change, so do the symbols. Most of 
the Vedic symbols are out of date; their places have been taken by 
other and newer ones. 
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BRAHMAN AND ATMAN (PSYCHOLOGY)"' 

The Vedanta philosophy admits the existence of a multitude of 
individual souls, jiviltmas, and distinguishes these from the Supreme 
Soul, Paramiltma. The individual soul is attached to a body and is the 
victim of hunger and thirst, pain and pleasure, good and evil, and the 
other pairs of opposites. Limited in power and wisdom, it is entangled 
in the eternal round of samsara and seeks deliverance from it. Scriptural 
study, instruction from a teacher, and practice of ethical and spiritual 
disciplines are all meant for the benefit of bound, individual souls. The 
Supreme Soul, or Brahman, is omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient. 
It is eternally free, illumined, and pure. 

When a man realizes Brahman, he transcends the scriptures, ethics, 
and the injunctions of religion; but until that moment the experiences 
of the embodied individual soul are real to him. As long as he sees good 
and evil he must cultivate the former and shun the latter. The 
experience of deep sleep is real to the sleeper, but it ceases to exist 
when he begins to dream. Dream experiences are real to the dreamer, 
but become meaningless when he is awake. Likewise, waking experi­
ences are real to the waking person, but become meaningless to him 
when he attains the Knowledge of Brahman. 

Though the individual soul and the Supreme Soul are apparently as 
different from each other as "a glow-worm from the sun and a mustard­
seed from Mt. Everest," yet in reality they are completely identical. 
Each individual soul is Brahman, the Absolute. Its real nature appears 
to be limited by the upadhis of the sense-organs, the mind, the prina, 
and so forth, all created by ignorance, or avidya. Under the influence of 
this cosmic illusion, which is capable of making the impossible possible, 

:m The §anskrit word iitman has been translated in the present book as soul 
and self. Atm:m has been used in the Vedanta philosophy to denote both the 
individual being and the Supreme Being (though ultimately these are identical. 
yet their difference is admitted in the relative state); the individual being has 
b~n expre~cd by ii.tman, sou1, and self (with small letter); the Supreme 
Bemg, by Atman, Sou1, and Self (with capital letter). The Sanskrit word 
purusha has been b'anslated as person. Thill word, too, signifies both the 
individual being and the Universal Being. We have indicated the difference by 
the use. of small and capital letters. The word means, literally, the one wh() 
dwel~ m the body or Who pervades the body, which may be the individual 
phymcal body or the universe. According to the Non-dualists, the Puru.sha, 
the Suprem.e Person, is Pure Consciousness, pervading the individual body 
and the unwerse; but the Dualists describe It as a Person endowed with a 
fonn and attributes. 
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the attributeless Brahman becomes both MaheSvara, or the Supreme 
Lord, and the jiva, or individual sou1. The former has maya under His 
control; the latter is controlled by maya. The individual soul takes maya 
to be real. The Upanishads admit the empirical reality ( "'yavaharika 
sattva) of the jiva and deal with its characteristics, wanderings, and 
final deliverance. But it must alwayS be remembered that the self is 
A.tman, one and without a second. "This is your self that is within 
al1."222 

Atman, through maya, has projected material forms from Itself and 
then entered into them as their living sel£-anena jivena iitmanii 
anupraviSya.223 Thus the Upanishads speak of two souls, as it were, 
dwelling side by side in a man: the Real Soul and the apparent soul. 
'Two there are who dwell within the body, in the buddhi, the supreme 
aka.Sa of the heart, enjoying the sure rewards of their own actions. The 
knowers of Brahman describe them as light and shade ... "22-t When it 
is said that the Supreme Soul enjoys rewards, the statement is to be 
taken in a figurative sense, He does not, in reality, enjoy anything, but 
looks on indifferently at the activities of the other soul. The contrast 
between the two is made vivid in the foUowing text: "Two birds, 
inseparable friends, ding to the same tree. One of them eats the sweet 
fruit; the other looks on without eating. On the same tree the purusha 
sits, grieving, immeiSed, bewildered by his own impotence. But when he 
sees the other, the Lord, contented, and knows His glory, then his 
grief passes away."2211 The whole fifth chapter of the Sveta!vatara 
Upanishad is devoted to the contrast between the Supreme Soul and 
the individual soul. The individual soul is endowed with desire, ego, 
and mind; it enjoys the fruits of its actions; it is limited and insignificant. 
But it wins Immortality after ridding itself of its upadhis. TI1en it is 
recognized as identical with the infinitely great Supreme Soul. "It is not 
woman, it is not man, nor is it neuter. Whatever body it takes, with 
that it is joined. By means of thoughts, touching, seeing, and passions, 
the jiva assumes successively, in various places, various forms in accord­
ance with his deeds, just as the body grows when food and drink are 
poured into it. The jiva assumes many shapes, coarse or refined, in 
accordance with his virtue, and having himself caused his union with 
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them, is seen as different beings, through. the qualities of his acts and 
the qualities of his body."226 

It bas already been stated that the Supreme Soul, through maya, 
assumes a limited body and becomes finite and individualized. The 
great mystery is that even while subjected to all the limitations and 
sufferings of the relative world, It does not in reality lose, even in the 
slightest degree, Its perfect nature. While the jiva, compelled by the 
bright and dark fruits of its actions, enters on a good or a bad birth, 
follows a couiSe upwards or downwards, and roams about overcome by 
the pairs of opposites, "his immortal Self remains like a drop of water 
on a lotus leaf.221 He himself is overcome by the gunas of nature. Then, 
because he is thus overcome, he becomes bewildered, and because he 
is bewildered he does not see the Creator, the holy Lord, abiding within 
himself. Carried along by the waves of the gunas, darkened in his 
imagination, unstable, 6ckle, crippled, full of desires, vacillating, 
sensual, disordered, and a prey to delusion, he fancies: 'This is I,' 'This 
is mine,' and fetters himself by his own action, as a bird by its nest'>H8 

SankarScharya explains the cause of his bondage as "the result of his 
works, which have originated from such functions of the mind as will 
and desire" -manah-sanltalpa-iccha-adi·nispannakannanimittena. 

"From Atman are born prina, mind, and all the sense-organs.''2ZO 
Mter creating the body, Atman enters into it as the living soul. "Right 
to the tips of the fingers," He fills the body and is hidden in it like a 
knife in its sheath or fire in fuel. 'When It does the function of living, 
It is called the pli.na; when It speaks, the organ of speech; when It 
sees, the eye; when It hears, the ear; and when It thinks, the mind. 
These are merely Its names according to Its functions."Uo 

THE SENSE-ORGANS 
There are ten indriyas, sense-<~rgans, all subordinate to the mind as 

the central organ. A sense-organ-the eye, for instance--is not the 
outer instrument that one sees, nor the optic nerve, but its subtle 
counterpart, which accompanies the subtle body after death. The 
sense-organs are different from the pci.na; the latter is active even in 
sleep, when the senses do not function. As the rays of light are gathered 

2Zil ~vet. Up. V. 10-12. 
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in the sunset, "so also [on a man's falling asleep] is all this gathered in 
the manas, the supreme deity. Therefore at that time the man does not 
hear, see, smell, taste, or touch; he does not speak, grasp, beget, evacuate, 
or move about. He sleeps-that is what people say."231 The sense-organs 
are ten: five of perception, five of action. The former comprise the ears, 
nose, tongue, skin, and eyes; the latter, the hands, feet, tongue, and the 
organs of evacuation and generation. 

The mind is the inner organ, the antahkarana. "Desire, deliberation, 
doubt, faith, want of faith, patience, impatience, shame, intelligence, 
and fear-all these are but the mind."232 The mind is the central organ 
of the entire conscious life. The impressions carried by the sens~rgans 
are shaped by the mind into ideas; for "we see only with the mind, 
hear with the mind." Further, the mind changes the ideas into resolu­
tions of the will (sankalpa). "When a man directs his manas to the 
study of the sacred hymns and sayings, he then st'Udies them; when 
to the accomplishment of works, he then accomplishes them; when to 
the desire for sons and cattle, he then desires them; when to the desire 
for the present and the future worlds, he then desires them."28a 

PRANA 

A variety of meanings is attached to prina-for instance, breath, life, 
and the sense-organs. Primarily pr3na means that vital force in a 
living being which is incessantly active in waking and sleep. In sleep 
the organs of sense enter into the mind and "the fires of the ptana keep 
watch, as it were, in the city of the body ."28"- According to its different 
functions, the prina is given five names: prina, apana, vyana, udii.na, 
and samii.na. "Now the air which rises upwards is prina; that which 
moves downwards is apii.na."235 Vyana "sweeps like a Bame through all 
the limbs"; it is what sustains life when, for instance, in drawing a 
stiff bow, a man neither breathes in nor breathes out.236 Udana con· 
ducts the soul from the body at death.237 By virtue of samiina, food 
is assimilated.238 

According to the later Vediintists the five organs of action, the five 
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organs of perception, the Jlve pranas, the manas, and the buddhi con· 
stitute the "subtle body," which accompanies the soul at the time of 
rebirth. The gross body is dissolved at death; the subtle body departs 
with the organs. The relation between the subde body and the gross 
body is like that between seed and plant. According to some Vedantists 
another entity, called the "shelter of karma" (karma-a5raya), which 
determines the character of the new body and life, accompanies the 
subde body. This entity is formed of impressions created by the actions 
performed in the course of life. "As it (the jiva) does and acts, so it 
becomes; by doing good it becomes good and by doing evil it becomes 
evil-it becomes virtuous through good acts and vicious through evil 
acts."2llll 

THE GROSS PHYSICAL BODY 

Vedantists analyse the material body into five kotas, or sheaths, 
namely, the gross physical sheath (annamayakota), the sheath of the 
pli.na (prBnarnayakoSa), the sheath of the mind (manomayakoSa), the 
sheath of the buddhi or intellect (vijniinamayakoSa), and the sheath of 
bliss (anandamayakoSa). They are called sheaths because they conceal 
.Atman, as a sheath conceals a sword. They are described as being one 
inside another-the physical sheath being the outermost and the sheath 
of bliss the innermost. Each succeeding sheath is finer than the pre­
ceding one. As a fine substance permeates a gross one, so the finer 
sheath permeates the grosser sheath. Atman is detached from the 
sheaths. Its light and consciousness permeate them all, though in vary· 
ing degrees according to their density. By cultivating detachment toward 
these sheaths, one by one, and gradually penetrating deeper, a man 
realizes Atman as Pure Consciousness.240 

The body is often described as the city of Brahman.241 The gates of 
the body are sometimes described as eleven,242 and sometimes as nine.241 

The nine gates consist of the eyes, the ears, the nostrils, the mouth, and 
the organs of evacuation and generation. Two additional gates are the 
navel and the aperture at the top of the head (Brahmatandhra). With­
out the soul, the body is absolutely valueless-a mere corpse. "This ill· 
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smelling, unsubstantial body: a mere mass of bones, skin, sinews, 
marrow, Besh, seed, blood, mucus, tears, eye-gum, ordure, urine, gall, and 
phlegm. What is the use of enjoying pleasures in this body, which is 
assailed by lust, hatred, greed, delusion, fear, anguish, jealousy, separa­
tion from what is loved, union with what is not loved, hunger, thirst, 
old age, death, illness, grief, and other evils"Jl''244 

The heart has received much attention from the seers of the Upani­
shads. It is the resting-place of the pr3.nas, the senses, and the mind. It 
is the abode of Brahman. "That great birthless Self, which is identi6ed 
with the intellect and is in the midst of the organs, lies in the a:ka.ta 
that is within the heart. It is the controller of all, the lord of all, the 
ruler of all."243 Its physical shape is often compared to a lotus bud. The 
aspirant is asked to meditate on Brahman dwelling in the heart. 

THE STATES OF THE SOUL 

The Upanishads discuss at great length the three states of the soul 
(avasthatraya). They are the waking state, the dream state, and dream­
Jess sleep. These cover the totality of the soul's experiences in the 
relative world. As we analyse the three states, Annan's metaphysical 
nature becomes more and more plainly visible. But in Its true nature­
as Turiya, or the Fourth-Atman is the detached "Witness of the three 
states." During the state of deep sleep the soul enjoys a temporary 
union with Brahman and frees itself from fear and suffering. But, as 
Turiya, it experiences consciously and always the undying Bliss of 
Brahman. 

WAKING 
Atman, during the waking state-when It is known by the technical 

name of ViM or Vai§v!nara-experiences the physical world in com­
mon with all men. It uses the various sense-organs as Its instruments. 
But there is no real difference between waking and dreaming. In both 
states a false reality is contemplated; one's real Self remains unknown. 
Waking, like dreaming, is maya, as Gam;l.apada states, since it projects 
for us a manifold universe. The perceptions of waking, just like those 
of dreams, have their origin solely within man himself and have no 
other existence except in the mind of him who is awake. And further, 
as the reality of the dreamer is discarded on awakening, so too the 
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so-called reality of waking is discarded when we dream. Just as a 6sh 
swims between the two banks of a river without touching them, so 
Atman roams between the states of waking and dreaming;246 from 
waking It hastens to dreaming, and from this again ''back to the waking 
state. He is untouched by whatever he sees in that state, for this 
In.linite Being is unattached."247 

DREAMING 
The dream world is a private world of the dreamer-from the waking 

standpoint, of course. The soul, while dreaming, is known by the 
technical name of Taijasa. The experiences of a dream are as real as 
waking experiences, so long as the dream lasts. On awaking from a 
dream, a man discovers that his body and senses were inactive and 
thus concludes that he was dreaming. "When he dreams, he takes away 
a little of [the impressions of] this all-embracing world (the waking 
state), himself puts the body aside, and creates [a dream body in its 
place], revealing his own lustre by his own light-and dreams. In this 
state the man himself becomes the light. There are no chariots, no 
animals to be yoked to them, no roads there, but he creates the chariots, 
animals, and roads. There are no pleasures, joys, or delights there, but 
he creates the pleasures, joys, and delights. There are no pools, tanks, or 
rivers there, but he creates the pools, tanks, and rivers; for he is the 
creator."248 "In the dream world the Shining One, attaining higher and 
lower states, puts forth innumerable fonns. He seems to be enjoying 
himself in the company of women, or laughing, or even seeing frightful 
things."248 The subject and the object in the dream, and their relation· 
ship, are all created by Atman from the mind-stuff and illumined by 
Its own effulgence. This is evidence that Atman is the inner light of 
man. 

DREAMLESS SLEEP 
The dreamer passes into profound sleep, in which state Atman is 

known by the technical name of Priina. 'When a man, being thus 
asleep, sees no dream whatever, he becomes one with Prina alone; then 
speech enters therein with all names, the eye with a!l fonns, the ear 
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with all sounds, the mind with all thoughts."250 In deep sleep the 
soul is nnited with the Consciousness that is Brahman (Pr3jnena 
Atmana).2~ 1 There are no longer any contrasted objf'Cts; there is no 
consciousness in the empirical sense. There is a union with the ett>rnal 
Knowing Subject, that is to say, with Brahman. But this union is only 
apparent and is unlike the true union that follows the Knowledge of 
Brahman. The sleeper returns to consciousness of the waking world 
and becomes again his old self. In dreamless sleep Atman remains 
covered by the thin layer of the veiling-power of maya; that is why, 
un1ike T uriya, It is unconscious of the world. Like two extremes, which 
sometimes meet, the state of deep sleep in many respects resembles 
perfect Knowledge. It is a state where a man is fearless, beyond 
desires, and free from evils. Like a man in perfect communion with 
Brahman, he does not know anything at all of the world witl,in or 
without. "In this state a father is no father, a mother no mother, the 
worlds are no worlds, the Vedas no Vedas. In this state a thief is no 
thief, the killer of a noble brahmin is no killer ... [this form of his] 
is untouched by good works and untouched by evil works; for he is 
beyond all the woes of his heart (intellect)."2G2 In the state of deep 
sleep the soul does not really become unconscious. The Consciousness 
be1onging to Atman is not destroyed, because this Consciousness is 
immortal. It appears, therefore, that in the relative world the nearest 
approach to the peace and desirelessness of Brahman is the experience 
of deep sleep. 

TURIYA 
Atman in Its purest fonn, detached from the three states al"d sub­

sisting alone and by Itself, is called Tur:iya, which is the same as 
Nirguna Brahman. That T urlya is difFerent from the state of de<>p 
sleep has been emphasized by Gaudaoada. "Priijna (the Self associated 
with deep sleev) does not know anything of the Self or the non-Se1f, 
neither truth nor untruth. But T uriva is ever existent and ever all­
seeing. Non-cognition of duality is common to both Prijna and T uriya. 
But Priijna is associated with sleep, in which relative experiences remain 
in seed fonn; there is no sleep in Turiya."2111 "To dream is to cognize 
Reality in a wrong manner. [Even an awakened man, under the spell 
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of ignorance, acts as if he were dreaming.] Deep sleep is the state in 
which one does not know at all what Reality is. When the erroneous 
knowledge associated with dreaming and deep sleep disappears, one 
realizes T uriya. When the jiva, asleep under the inBuence of the 
beginningless maya, is awakened, it then realizes [within itself] Non­
duality, eternal and dreamless."l!lit T uriya is free from the notion of 
the empirical subject and object. It pervades all the phenomena of the 
relative universe, as the desert pervades a mirage. It is the unrelated 
foundation of the three states and is realized by the illumined soul 
always and in everything, once ignorance is dispelled by the Vedantic 
discipline. 

WHAT BECOMES OF A MAN AFTER DEATH 

The question regarding a man's hereafter was perhaps raised even 
at the dawn of human thinking. Vedic philosophy has dealt with the 
subject, and the conclusion arrived at is very significant. The doctrine 
of karma and the rebirth of the soul has exercised a profound practical 
inBuence upon millions of Hindus from the most ancient times. Even 
now its inBuence on their daily lives is great. All the good and evil that 
befall a man during one lifetime cannot be explained if we con6ne our 
attention to this life alone. What does he know of life who only one 
life knows? In the narrow span of a single life we cannot possibly reap 
the fruit of all that we do. It is reasonable to admit the existence of a 
transmigrating soul in order to substantiate the general belief in moral 
requital. "A mortal ripens like corn, and like corn he springs up 
again."21111 But the seed is left. We are all born with a blue-print of our 
life, as it were, mainly prepared by our actions in the previous life. 
Our present acts and thoughts are the result of our past and create our 
future. Man is the architect of his own fate and the builder of his own 
future destiny. This conviction makes the believer in the doctrine of 
rebirth responsible for his present suffering and also gives him an in­
centive for habitual right conduct to build up a happy future. As he 
accepts with serenity his present good or ill fortune, he can also look 
forward to the future with joy and courage. If present suffering is the 
result of a past wicked action, then, in order to avoid suffering in a 
future existence, a thoughtful man should desire to sin no more. 

It is claimed by yogins that through proper spiritual disciplines one 
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can learn about one's past lives. Buddhist thinkers also share this view. 
But what happens after death is, to the rational mind, a mere matter of 
conjecture. The experiences of the hereafter cannot be demonstrated in 
public. Time, space, and other conditions would certainly be different 
on the two sides of the grave. Therefore a living man would not under­
stand the accounts of the dead even if they were to return to earth to 
tell him of their experiences. For this reason a scientific mind can only 
accept a plausible theory regarding after-death experiences. The theory 
of total annihilation is not satisfactory. It gives only a partial picture 
of existence. This theory is not only inconsistent with the self-love we 
all possess, but also with the intuitive and direct experience of the 
seers regarding the indestructibility of the Soul and Its freedom from 
birth and dissolution. The rishis of the Upanishads were not impressed 
by the theory of eternal retribution in heaven or hell. That theory 
reveals a total disproportion between cause and effect. Life on earth is 
short, exposed to error, and bristling with temptations. Many of our 
wrong actions are the result of faulty upbringing and environment. To 
in8ict upon the soul eternal punishment for the errors of a few years, 
or even of a whole lifetime, is to throw to the winds all sense of 
proportion. It is also inconsistent with God's love for His created beings. 

The Hindus have therefore developed the doctrine of rebinh. 
According to this view, it is the desire for material objects that is 
responsible for a person's embodiment. Desires are of many kinds: some 
can be ful.S.lled in a human body, some in a subhuman body, and 
others in a superhuman body. When a man has ful.S.lled every desire 
through repeated births, without deriving abiding satisfaction, and 
finds the relative world to be bound by the law of cause and effect, he 
longs for communion with Brahman, which alone is untouched by the 
causal law. In most cases-barring those souls who attain Liberation 
from Brahmaloka-a human OOdy is the best instrument for the attain· 
ment of Knowledge and Freedom; for in a god's body or in a sub­
human body one experiences only the fruits of one's past action. Neither 
a god nor an animal reaps the fruits of action. Therefore they cannot 
be liberated unless they are born again in a human OOdy. 

According to the theory of rebirth, a soul is born again and again, 
high or low, depending on the merit or demerit of his actions, so that 
in every birth he may acquire a little more understanding and detach-­
ment and in the end attain perfect Knowledge and Freedom. This 
theory is in conformity with the law of cause and effect, which is the 
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very basis of the physical universe. It is also in agreement with the 
spiritual experiences of the mystics regarding man's ultimate end, which 
is the attainment of the knowledge of the Soul's Immortality. Rebirth is 
the inevitable corollary of the Soul's indestructibility and explains the 
raison d'etre of its embodiment in the relative universe. 

It must not be forgotten, however, that the doctrine of rebirth belongs 
to the aparii vidya, the lower knowledge, and operates in the universe 
of maya. The Para Vidya, or Higher Knowledge, removes the illusion of 
the manifold world and, with it, of the individual soul and its birth, 
death, and hereafter. 

There are many strands of thoughts in the Vedas and the Upanishads 
concerning the soul's hereafter. Vamadeva, an illumined seer of the 
Rig-Veda said: "I was Manu, and the sun."266 The gods, who enjoy a 
relative immortality, are those fortunate souls who, as a result of their 
meritorious actions on earth, are elevated to exalted positions after 
death. Men seeking heavenly felicity often worship the gods. 

The kingdom of inexhaustible light 
Whence is derived the radiance of the sun­
To this kingdom transport me, 
Eternal, undying. 

Where is longing and the consummation of longing, 
Where the other side of the sun is seen, 
Where is refreshment and satiety-
There suffer me to dwell immortal. 

Where bliss resides, and felicity, 
Vlhere joy beyond joy dwells, 
Vlhere the craving of desire is stilled­
There suffer me to dwell immortal.m 

"0 Fire, lead us by the good path for the enjoyment of the fruit of 
our action. You know, 0 god, all our deeds."258 The ignorant are sent 
to a region of ''blind darkness,'':llM but not to hell. Since each soul is a 

2GB Br. Up. I. iv. 10. 
2IIT Ri. IX. c:dii. 7, 10, 11 (from the translation by Deussen). 
:1118 18. Up. 18. 
21i9 [8. Up. S. 



THE UPANISHADS 

"portion of the Divine," none can ever be utterly destroyed or deprived 
altogether of his spiritual heritage. There are passages in the Vedas 
indicating retribution, which consists in having dealt out to us in the 
next life the very same good and evil which we have dealt out to 
others in this. Each :man is hom into a world that has been fashioned 
by himself. Discerning souls, who have realized the transitory nature 
of life on earth or in the heavenly worlds, want to avoid a "renewed 
death" (punannrityu) and therefore aspire to Brahmaloka, the Highest 
Heaven, from which one does not return to earth.2so 

The teachings of the Katha Upanishad begin with a direct question 
yegarding the soul's hereafter. "There is this doubt about a man when 
he is dead: Some say that he exists; others, that he does not. This 1 
should like to know, taught by you." The teacher, the god of death, 
first gives, in reply, a striking discourse on the Soul's indestructibility. 
Then be states the doctrine of rebirth. "Some jivas enter the womb to 
be embodied as organic beings, and some go into non·organic matter­
according to their work and according to their knowledge."261 

The Bhagavad Giti describes death as one of a series of changes: 
"Even as the embodied Self passes, in this OOdy, through the stages of 
childhood, youth, and old age, so does It pass into another body. Calm 
souls are not bewildered by this."262 Rebirth is directly referred to in 
the following verse: "Even as a person casts off worn-out clothes and 
puts on others that are new, so the embodied Self casts off worn-out 
bodies and enters into others that are new.''.ll6a 

The doctrine of rebirth was considered by Yajnavalkya to be a pnr 
found mystery. No fruitful purpose could be served by discussing it 
in a public assembly of pundits. " 'Yajnavalkya,' so Arthabhaga spoke, 
'when the vocal organ of a man who dies is merged in 6re, the nose 
in the air, the eye in the sun, the mind in the moon, the ear in the 
quarters, the body in the earth, the aka5a. of the heart in the external 
ika§a, the hair on the body in the herbs, that on the head in the trees, 
and the blood and semen in water, where then is the man?' Yajnavalkya 
answered: 'Give me your hand, dear .Arthabhaga. We shall decide this 
matter between ourselves; we cannot do it in a crowd.' They went out 
and talked it over. What they mentioned there was work, and what 
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they praised there was also work. Therefore one becomes good through 
good work and evil through evil work."2" 

For a more vivid description of rebirth: 'When the soul departs, the 
priina follows; when the prlina departs, all the organs follow. Then the 
soul has particular consciousness and goes to the body which is related 
to that consciousness. It is followed by knowledge, works, and past 
experience. Just as a leech supported on a straw goes to the end of it, 
takes hold of another support, and contracts itself, so does the self throw 
this OOdy aside-make it senseless-take hold of another support, and 
contract itself. Just as a goldsmith takes a little quantity of gold and 
fashions another-a newer and better-form, so does the soul throw 
this body away, or make it senseless, and make another-a newer and 
better-form, suited to the manes, or the celestial minstrels, or the 
gods, or Vir8t, or Hiranyagarbha, or other beings ... As it does and 
acts, so it becomes; by doing good it becomes good, and by doing evil 
it becomes evil-it becomes virtuous through good acts and vicious 
through evil acts. Others, however, say: 'The self is identified with 
desire alone. What it desires, it resolves; what it resolves, it works out; 
what it works out, it attains.' "ml 

The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad266 describes the "doctrine of the 
Five Fires" in connexion with rebirth. This doctrine, which was a 
secret with the kshattriyas, was taught by Pravahana, the king of the 
Panchalas, to the brahmin Aruni, as we have seen. According to this 
teaching, as the body is cremated, the soul ascends heavenward through 
the fiame and smoke and goes to the Plane of the Moon, whence it falls 
to earth in the form of rain. With the rain it is absorbed by plants that 
bear cerea1; with the food it is eaten by man and is transformed into 
semen, and, entering a woman's womb, is born as a human being. Thus 
people are born again and again on earth and lead their merry-go-round 
existence. But those wretched souls who do not follow either of the 
two ways-the Way of the Gods (Devayana) or the Way of the Fathers 
(Pitriyiina)267-become insects: moths or biting creatures like gnats and 
mosquitoes.BII 
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LIBERATION (MOKSHA) 

The Plane of the Moon and the worlds of the insignificant creatures 
fall to the lot of those who are attached to material things, cling to 
individual life, cherish desires, and seek the results of action. Those 
who seek release from death and practise spiritual discipline, on the 
other hand, gain Brahmaloka, where one experiences immortality in a 
relative sense. But the re8ective man, in whom the higher faculties of 
the mind are awakened, longs for release from phenomenal existence 
itself, with all its fetters and bonds that keep the senses tied to the 
world. 

The assurance of rebirth may bring happiness to those who are 
afraid of annihilation after death or of the boredom of heaven; but 
life on earth in any form cannot escape old age, disease, and death. 
The law of karma is inexorable here and in heaven, or, as a matter of 
fact, anywhere in time and space. The individual soul is bound by this 
chain of cause and effect, The seeker after Liberation, therefore, resolves 
upon "cutting the knot" by turning away from the entire phenomenal 
existence of time, space, and causality. True, the destruction of 
individuality and the suppression of the natural cravings are regarded 
by many as the severest punishment; but these are the supreme reward 
for the spiritual endeavour of those who aspire to true Immortality. 

What impelled the rishis of the Upanishads to regard the whole of 
phenomenal existence as evil and the absorption of individuality in 
Brahman as the Highest Good? It was not their desire to escape the 
sufferings of existence, well known to all; it was not their unwillingness 
to face the problems of life. Nor was it the result of frustration, which, 
it is often stated, was experienced by the majority of the Hindus 
because they were always exploited by a handful of brahmin priests 
and kshattriya rulers. Life on the banks of the Ganges and the Indus 
was happy, a£Huent, and colourful. It was filled with the joy of 
adventure, as evidenced by the many-sided development of Hindu 
society at that time. Moreover, the longing for Liberation was not 
cultivated by the downtrodden masses, but by reflective minds belonging 
to the upper castes. The brahmin boy Nachiketa spumed all the 
happiness of earth and heaven in order to attain Liberation. Maitreyi 
refused to accept from her brahmin husband her share of wealth, which 
makes a worldly person happy, because she wanted to know the secret 
of Immortality. The desire for Liberation, as we shall presently see, 
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was not the result of any extraneous conditions; it was the necessary 
consequence of the doctrine of Brahman and Atman developed in the 
Upanishads. 

One studying this Upanishadic doctrine, unique and original in the 
entire range of human thought, cannot but admire the daring of the 
Hindu mind in the field of metaphysical speculation. And as one wit­
nesses men and women, in all stages of life, ready to sacrifice everything 
for the sake of Immortality and Freedom, one cannot but be impressed 
by their tremendous will power. The complete renunciation of every­
thing one holds near and dear in the mortal world-including inordinate 
attachment to one's own body, ego, and individual self-is the sine qua 
non of the realization of Freedom. And yet the Vedas and the books of 
the Hindu dharma ask a Hindu to cultivate a warm love of life. One 
must enjoy, on earth, one hundred years-the life-s:"~an allotted to man 
by God. Marriage is compulsory for Hindu men and women, except 
in a few specilied cases. One without progeny goes, after death, to the 
abode of suffering. Without money no all-round happiness can be 
enjoyed. One must heighten the power of the senses so that, through 
enjoyment of material pleasures, one may relieve the drab grey of every· 
day existence. The first period of life should be devoted to the acquisi­
tion of learning, the second, to the enjoyment of material pleasures, and 
the third, to the contemplation of the gods, so that after death one may 
attain untold happiness in heaven. 'Through wealth one conquers this 
world, through progeny, the World of the Fathers, and through 
sacrificial offerings, the World of the Gods." All of this is minutely 
described in the Vedas, which, to a Hindu, are the source of spiritual 
wisdom. He must not only study the Vedas but actually perform the 
sacrifices that they enjoin. 

And yet the three worlds--earth, heaven, and the interspace-will 
one day disappear. Brahmii, the Creator God, with all the dwellers in 
the Highest Heaven, will also perish. The Vedic sacrifices bring rewards 
that are contaminated by maya and the three gunas. The inquirer after 
Immortality must transcend the Vedas. He is required to cut at the 
very foundation of the attachment that supports the phenomenal exist­
ence here and hereafter. He must relinquish the longing for wealth, 
progeny, and the heavenly world. These make one forgetful of Atman. 
The forgetfulness of one's true Self is the greatest suffering for a man. 
Everything that is not Atman is trivial (alpam). There is no real 
happiness in the trivial; the only happiness is in the Infinite (Bhuma). 
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Why, then, did the Vedas lay down injunctions for a religious life 
and the propitiation of the gods through sacri6ces? The earthbound 
soul must learn through actual experience the futility of attachment to 
material things. It must pass through the whole gamut of empirical 
existence, from that of the "blade of grass" to the noble life of Brahma. 
Only then will it cultivate dispassion for miiyii and its effects. Those 
alone who have renounced all longing for the pleasUies found on earth, 
and also for the felicity in heaven described in the Vedas, can cultivate 
vairigyam, dispassion, and become entitled to the Knowledge of Atman. 
Every soul, it is true, after going through all the worldly experiences, 
will in course of time attain Liberation; but the Vedic scheme of life 
shortens the period of our sojourn in the relative world. 

It is quite natural for people to regard that as the highest aim of 
personal endeavour which they consider to be the basis of the universe 
and the First Principle of things. Those who regard the deities in that 
light seek union with them after death. Thus they worship various 
gods in order to obtain fellowship and companionship with them in 
heaven. Again, those who consider Brahman to be the origin and end 
of things naturally want union with It. Brahman, Pure Consciousness, 
is the same as Atman. Therefore the attainment of Atman becomes the 
supreme goal of life. That is why the realization of Atman has been 
stressed in the Vedas. "Only he who knows the Purusha escapes from 
the realm of death; by no other road is it possible to go.''269 ''The Self 
is his pathfinder; he who finds Him is no longer stained by action, that 
evil thing.":to "He is my Soul; thither to this Soul, on my departure 
hence, shall I go.''~11 

The nature of Brahman, or Arman, is Existence-Knowledge-Bliss 
Absolute. It dwells in every heart. On account of maya a man is not 
conscious of his true Self. So the only way to liberation is that of the 
Knowledge of the Self. Ethical laws, sacrificial ceremonies, philanthropic 
works, austerities, study of scripture, worship, and other similar spiritual 
disciplines only serve to remove the impurities of the mind, which hinder 
the manifestation of Atman. Atman is· to be known now and here, ami 
not elsewhere after death. "If a man knows Atman here, he then attains 
the true goal of life. If he does not know It here, a great destruction 
awaits him."272 Therefore the Upanishads lay down, again and again, 
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Self-Knowledge as the condition for Self-realization. And the Vedic 
seers admonish us to ask for this Knowledge in our daily prayers. 

Moksha, or Liberation, is not the result of Knowledge. It is not a 
new acquisition. Causation applies to the realm of becoming and not to 
Brahman, which is Pure Being and beyond all categories. Causation 
rules the finite world of the manifold. It is inconceivable in Atman, 
which is one and without a second. If Moksha were the result oE 
Knowledge and were therefore endowed with a beginning, it would 
then come to an end. It would not be eternal. Arising from non-exist­
ence, it would again dissolve into nothingness. "Moksha (Liberation) 
cannot have a beginning and be etemal.''278 Liberation is therefore not 
something which is created, but is the realization of That which has 
existed from eternity but has hitherto been concealed from us. "All 
jivas are ever free from bondage and pure by nature. They are ever 
illumined and liberated from the very beginning.''2U As people who 
do not know the location of hidden gold fail to 6nd it though walking 
over it again and again, so likewise, "all these creatures, day after day, 
go into the world of Brahman, being merged in Brahman while asleep, 
and yet do not discover It because they are carried away by untruth.''21<'~ 
He who knows the Self is liberated; even the gods cannot prevent his 
being so, because he has realized himself to be the very Soul (Atman) 
of the gods.276 "He who knows the Supreme Brahman verily becomes 
Drahman.''277 He has attained the true Immortality, that is to say, 
indestructibility without a continued existence, and not the state of 
non-dying-ness in heaven. Thus, according to the Upanishads, Libera­
tion is not the result of the Knowledge of Atman; it is that Knowledge. 
It is not affected by the Knowledge of Atman; but this Knowledge is 
itself Liberation in its fuilness. Desire is death; desirelessness is Libera­
tion. He who has realized himself as Brahman, in6nite and all-pervad­
ing, he who sees the whole universe in himself and himself in the 
universe, cannot desire anything. 'What can he crave who has attained 
ail desires'?"278 "The fetters of the heart are broken, all doubts are 
resolved, and all works cease to bear fruit. "219 
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What happens to a knower of the Self after death? What path does 
he follow?-What path could he follow? He .6nds himself everywhere 
in the whole universe. "The east is the eastern priina; the south, the 
southern pr.ina; the west, the western pr3na; the north, the northern 
prS.na; the direction above, the upper ~rana; thC:. di~~on ~ow, ~e 
nether prana; and all the quarters, the d18'erent pranas. Whither will 
the soul of the knower of Atman go? It does not go to any place where 
it bas not been from the very beginning, nor does it become anything 
other than what it has always been-that is to say, Brahman, Pure 

Consciousness. 
Unillumined souls go to heaven or return to earth for the satisfaction 

of their unfu161led desires. He who desires is reborn. "But the man who 
does not desire is not reborn. Of him who is without desires, who is 
free from desires, the objects of whose desire have been attained, and 
to whom all objects of desire are but the Self-the pr8nas do not depart. 
Being but Brahman, he is merged in Brahman. Regarding this there is 
this verse: When all the desires that dwell in his heart are gone, then 
he, having been mortal, becomes immortal and attains Brahman in 
this very body.' Just as the lifeless slough of a snake is cast off a~d 
lies on an ant-hill, so does his body lie. Then the self becomes dis­
embodied and immortal; it becomes the Supreme Brahman, the 

Light.''281 

The knower of Atman is like a man who is awakened from sleep and 
dreams no more of empty things. He is like a man who, having been 
sick, is now whole again; he is like a man who, having been blind, has 
received back his eyesight. 

The Knowledge of the Self liberates a man from desire, fear, and 

death. 
"He who sees this does not see death or illness or pain; he who sees 

h d b · h' nrwhere "282 this sees everyt ing an o tams everyt mg eve.,.. · 
"He who knows the Bliss of that Brahman, from whence all speech, 

with the mind, tums away, unable to reach It, fears nothing.'1283 

'There is one Supreme Ruler, the inmost Self of all beings, who 
makes His one fonn manifold. Etemal happiness belongs to the wise 
who perceive Him within themselves-not to others.''284 

zeo Br. Up. IV. ii. 4. 
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DISCUSSION OF BRAHMAN !Oj" 

'When all the desires that dwell in the heart fall away, then the 
mortal becomes immortal and here attains Brahman. When all the ties 
of the heart are severed here on earth, then the mortal becomes im· 
mortal-this much alone is the teaching."2811 

"When the Light has risen, there is no day, no night, neither exist· 
ence nor non-existence; the Blessed One alone is there. That is the 
etemal, the adorable light of the Sun-and the ancient wisdom pro­
ceeded thence. "288 

"As Sowing rivers disappear in the sea, losing their names and forms, 
so a wise man, freed from name and fonn, attains the Purusha, who is 
greater than the great."287 

How does a jivanmukta, a liberated soul, act? How does he move? 
How does he live? Ordinary minds cannot understand his actions, life, 
or movements, any more than a dreaming man can see the world of the 
awakened. The rishis of the Upanishads declare that a jivanmukta is 
free from desires (akiimayamiina). "The ancient sages, it is said, did 
not desire children, thinking: What shall we achieve through children 
-we who have attained this Self, this world? They renounced, it is 
said, their desire for sons, for wealth, and for the worlds, and lived a 
mendicant life."288 

A jivanmukta is no longer vexed by fear: "For what was there to fear? 
It is from a second entity that fear comes.'12811 As he himself is without 
fear, he does not become a cause of fear to anyone; he regards all beings 
as projections of himself. 

A jivanmukta is free from the illusion of individuality and there­
fore from the possibility of pain. "He who knows Atman overcomes 
grief.''200 'When in the body [thinking this body is I, and I am the 
body], the Self is held by pleasure and pain; but when He is free from 
the body [when He knows Himself to be different from the body], 
neither pleasure nor pain touches Him.''291 

A jivanmukta is free from the binding effects of past action. "All 
works cease to bear fruit.''282 It is consciousness of individuality that 
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impels a man to selfish action, whose good or bad result he must reap 
at a future date. But the liberated man has realized his individuality as 
a part of the co<.mic illusion and, with the attainment of Knowledge, 
freed him5Clf hom its spell. The awakened person does not reap the 
fruit of his dream actions. 

A liberated man is not given to inactivity, which is a characteristic 
of tamas. He sees action in non-acrion and non-action in action. Actions 
do nr1t cling to htm. Even wtule perfonmng acnons through his body 
and senses, he knows his inner Self to be actionless and detached. He 
ia.Lows that the Self is not the doer, but the Witness; lt is not the actor, 
but the Spectator. He can never perform an evil action. All his evil 
instincts were destroyed when he practised spiritual discipline. Only 
good comes out of him-and that, too, without any effort. ''This is the 
eternal glory of a knower of Brahman: it never increases or decreases 
by work. [Therefore] one should know the nature of that alone. Know· 
ing it one is not touched by evil action. Therefore he who knows it 
as such becomes self-controlled, calm, withdrawn into himself, endur­
ing, and concentrated, and sees the Self in his own body; he sees all as 
the Self. Evil does not overtake him, but he transcends all evil. Evil does 
not trouble him, [but] he consumes all evil. He becomes sinless, taint· 
less, free from doubts, and a knower of Brahman."293 

A liberated soul has attained the blessed state of being free from 
doubt. "All doubts are resolved.'~' His knowledge of At:man is not 
based upon intellect but is the result of direct experience. And the 
illusion, once destroyed, does not come back. 

A jivanmukta is no longer concerned about bondage or Liberation; 
for these really do not belong to Atman, the Self ever free. Bondage and 
Liberation are characteristics of the mind. On account of maya an 
ignorant person thinks of himself as bound and then strives for Libera~ 
tion; but Atman is always free. In the inspiring words of Gam;lapada: 
"There is neither death nor birth, neither a struggling nor a OOund 
soul, neither a seeker after Liberation nor a liberated one-this, indeed, 
is the ultimate truth." 
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