
T H E  A D V  A IT  A  V E D A N T A  
O F C A N K A R A C A R Y A  *

f

S u m m a r iu m . - Theologia hindu fundamentum invenit in illis Iibris sacris 
qui Upanisades audiunt, quorum principaliores fuerunt conscripti inter sae- 
cula octavum et tertium ante Christum. Sunt documenta speculationum et 
experientiarum spiritualium ' sanctorum sapientium ’ hinduismi, qui tarn 
mire et profunde locuti sunt de Deo ejusque attributis quod humana ratio 
de se haud ultra progredì valeat. Sed mirabilis speculatio non parum vitiata 
est defectu verae notionis creationis, ita ut creaturae considerentur aut ema- 
nationes vel evolutiones Dei aut omnino non reales.

Haec vacillatio Upanisadum influxit etiam in scholas ex eis ortas, quae 
veniunt generali appellatione Vedanta In hoc studio proponimus famosam  
illam scholam Advaita Vedanta  (Vedanta Monista) elaborata a Cankaräcärya 
qui floruit in India meridionali saeculo nono post Christum, et inter omnes phi- 
losophos Tndiae facile princeps eminet. Selectos textus ex ejus opere principali, 
Vedänta-Bhäsya, opportunis commentis interjectis, ita ordinamus ut tota do- 
ctrina ejus dare et concise eluceat. Cankara totus fuit in defendendo absolu- 
tam realitatem, infinitam perfectionem et omnimodam immutabilitatem et 
independentiam Dei; quod et fecit felici exitu. De mundo autem, ob caren- 
tiam notionis productionis ex nihilo, obviam habuit hoc dilemma: aut mun- 
dum realem admittere infitiando immutabilitatem et independentiam Dei, 
aut mundum quid mere ideale judicare contra sensum communem. Ingenio- 
sam ergo instituit distinctionem inter realitatem et objectivitatem, et mun­
dum objectivum quidem docuit sed non realem. Animas vero ipse concepii 
ut apparenter distinctas a Deo quandiu in hoc mundo objectivo sed irreali 
versantur, sed entitative unum atque idem cum Eo.

* In the transliteration of Sanskrit words we have followed the scheme 
adopted by the International Congress of Orientalists at Athens in 1912, 
except in one particular which is explained below.

All the vowels are pronounced as in Latin. «E » and « O » are always 
long in Sanskrit. As regards the rest, a short horizontal line placed above 
them indicates when they are to be lengthened.

Consonants too follow the Latin pronunciation; but one letter stands 
for only one sound. Thus « G »  has always the hard sound as in «go od »;  
its soft sound as in « gentle » is represented by « J ». « C » is always soft as 
in the Latin words « cena » or the English and Spanish « ch » as in « cherry ». 
The function of the hard « C » as in « c a t » is taken over by « K ». « H » is always aspirated.

The dot below turns dentals into cerebrals. Hence « T » and « D » sound 
almost like those letters in English. « S » is pronounced like the « sh » in 
« ship ». « R » is to  be pronounced as if the « R » were followed by an 
indeterminate vowel as in some English words, e. g., the vowel at the end 
of the definite article when followed by a consonant, « the man ». « N » is 
likewise a cerebral, the tip of the tongue turned up to touch the palate instead of the root of the teeth.

« Si » is the same as in Spanish. For the sibilant of the class of « C » 
we have preferred to use « Q » instead of the accented S of the Athens 
scheme, both because « Q » is the more logical choice and, on the other 
hand, S is already overworked. To produce the sibilant « Q » hold the 
tongue against the palate as if to pronounce « c h » (cheese) and instead  of closing the gap, let the air hiss out.

Ephemerides Carmeliticae 14 (1963/2) 382-412



THE ADVAITA VEDANTA OF 5ANKARACARYA 383
Introduction
Hindu theological speculation first took an intense and deli­

berate form in the books known as the Upanisads which are the 
concluding portions of the four Vedas, the most ancient and 
authoritative of the Hindu Scriptures. I t was a crisis of conscience 
that occasioned the Upanisads. The Vedic religion with its 
simple cult of deified forces of nature had been superseded about 
1,000 B. C. by an exaggerated form of ritualism  that kept multi­
plying mechanical ceremonies and mystic formulae until the 
whole complex became unintelligible to the common folk and un­
convincing to the intelligentsia. Men of good will began looking 
for a more spiritual and rational form of religion. Some of them 
repaired into the forest and betook themselves to meditation. 
The records of their speculations and spiritual experiences, 
known as the Aranyaka (forest treatises) led the way for the 
more philosophical Upanisads.

The Upanisads represent the sincere search for tru th  of an 
intensely religious people caught in a spiritual impasse. Brhada- 
ranyaka, the greatest of the Upanisads, gives expression to this 
state of mind in a prayer imbedded in its very exordium : « From 
falsehood lead me to Truth; from darkness lead me to Light; 
from death lead me to Immortality! ». Qvetagvatara Upanisad 
opens with this query: «W hat is the cause: Brahm an?* Whence 
are we born? Whereby do we live, and w hither do we go? O ye 
who know Brahman, (tell us) at whose command do we abide, 
w hether in pain or in pleasure? ». I t is not surprising therefore 
that, in spite of grave aberrations like pantheism and phenome­
nalism, this sincere quest maintained for centuries led to some 
astounding flashes of intuition like the one expressed in the ope­
ning verse of Iga Upanisad: « Fullness is That (Brahman), fullness 
this (cosmos); out of That Fullness this proceeds; take away this 
from That; That remains ever F u ll».

The Upanisads, though not systematic treatises, contain bet­
ween them all the fundamental doctrines of higher Hinduism, 
and are the only portions of the Vedas that continue to influence 
the Hindu mind. For this reason, as well as because they come

* The root Brh or Brah (to grow, dilate) has given rise to several 
important terms, the m ost important being Brahman (neuter form ) which 
stands for the Impersonal, Transcendental God of the Vedanta. In determin­ing the gender of pronouns referring to Brahman we have been led not 
so much by considerations of grammar as by the exigency of the context. 
For the rest, even the Vedas are not consistent on this point.

The other words from the same root are: Brahmah  (masculine), one 
of the gods of mythology and member of the Trim urti (divine triad); and 
Brahmana, the ritualistic section of the Vedas. The same word was originally 
used to denote the priestly caste as well; but to avoid confusion, the 
practice today is to use the term Brahmin  for the priestly caste.
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at the close of the Vedas, they have been given the title Vedanta 
(end and purpose of the Vedas). In later usage, however, the term  
stands not so much for the books themselves as for the theology 
derived from them.

Cankaracarya’s Advaita (monistic) Vedanta, though profes­
sing to be a continuation and elaboration of the doctrine of the 
Upanisads, is in fact only one of the schools derived from those 
ancient scriptures. The Upanisads themselves, the most im portant 
of which were w ritten between the eighth and th ird  centuries 
B. C., were not the product of one age or one particular trend 
of thought. They represent diverse tendencies and contain con­
flicting statem ents regarding the three great topics of enquiry, 
God, the soul and the world. There are portions of the Upanisads 
that are clearly theistic, others that are monistic and yet others 
that are dualistic. The dominant tone however seems to be 
monism.

Some time in the second century B. C., or somewhat earlier, 
there appeared an im portant work named Brahama-sutras o r Ve- 
ddnta-siitras, attributed to a certain Badarayana. He was the first 
author to attem pt a systematization of the theological contents 
of the Upanisads, on the lines on which Jaimini systematized the 
ritualistic contents of the Brahmanas. And like the latter it is 
composed in the « sutra » style, that is, in extremely condensed 
mnemonic formulae which are nothing more than algebraic sym­
bols unintelligible without commentaries. While Badarayana 
brings in the views of different schools of thought, condemning 
some as unorthodox and trying to reconcile others among them­
selves, his own judgements on some very im portant questions are 
not clearly set forth. This has given rise to vastly divergent inter­
pretations of his mind. Brahma-sutras very soon came to be con­
sidered the basic text of Vedanta theology, and all the great Ve- 
dantins have w ritten commentaires on them, and based their own 
systems on them. The most im portant of these commentaries is 
the Bhasya of Qankara who interprets the sutras in an entirely 
monistic sense. Ramanuja on the contrary interprets the sutras 
in a theistic sense in his Cri-Bhasya. Of the different theological 
currents that have emerged from the Vedanta sutras the most 
im portant are the Advaita (monism) of Cankaracarya, the Vi- 
gistadvaita (qualified monism) of Ramanuja, and the Dvaita (dua­
lism) of Madhvacarya. In the opinion of several im portant autho­
rities (notably Thibaut among the earlier and Dasgupta among 
the more recent ones), Badarayana himself was more a theist 
than a monist, and Ramanuja's interpretation represents the au­
thor’s mind more faithfully than (?ankara’s does.

Qankara was not the first to concentrate on the monistic ele­
ments of the Upanisads and build a theology based on them. That
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honour goes to Gaudapida, the teacher of Govinda who taught 
Çankara. Gaudapâda’s most im portant work is a paraphrase (kâ- 
rika) of the Mândükya Upanisad which is the shortest of the Upa- 
nisads but the most pronunced in its monistic views. Çankara 
himself makes the confession that the advaita creed was reco­
vered from the Veda by Gaudapida, and at the close of his own 
commentary on Gaudapâda’s kàrika, says that he adores by fal­
ling at the feet of that great guru, the adored of his adored, who 
on finding all the people sinking in the ocean made dreadful by 
the crocodiles of rebirth, out of kindness for all people, by churning 
the great ocean of the Veda with his great churning rod of wis­
dom recovered what lay deep m the heart of the Veda and is 
hardly attainable even by the immortal gods. We therefore pre­
sent first a digest of Mdndükya-kârika before entering upon the 
Advaita of Çankara.

I. - THE ADVAITA OF GAUDAPADA 
Mandukya Upanisad

This little Upanisad consists of only twelve short verses in 
which Brahman is identified with the mystic syllable AUM (pro­
nounced and written OM) and described in its four different 
states or aspects. We quote below the most im portant verses.
1. All this world is the syllable OM. Its further explanation is 

th is: the past, the present, the future — everything is just 
OM. And whatever transcends the three divisions of time — 
that too is just OM.

2. For truly, everything is Brahman; and this Self within is 
Brahman; the Self has four quarters
The four quarters are four states of being. Brahman, like 

the human soul with which it is identical, manifests itself in four 
different states. The first three are of common experience, namely, 
the waking state, the dreaming state, and sound sleep. The fourth 
is the supra-cosmic state in which Brahman is transcendent, ab­
solute, indefinable.
3. The first quarter is VaiQvdnara (the Cosmic Being) with the 

waking state for his field, outwardly cognitive, seven-limbed, 
nineteen-mouthed, and enjoying gross objects.
We cannot stop to explain the cosmology and psychology 

alluded to in these figures of speech; suffice it to  say that this

I
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verse describes Brahman in his waking state manifesting himself 
as the material cosmos or Vaigvanara. It m ust be borne in mind 
that to the Upanisadic thinkers the waking state is the least per­
fect condition of the soul, because in it the soul is bound to the 
objects of sense and limited to a particular place and time. In 
the dreaming condition, on the other hand, the soul moves about 
freely without any limitations of time and place; it is therefore 
a superior condition. Finally, in dreamless sleep the soul is, for 
the time being at least, totally liberated from all bondage and 
enjoys bliss. In ordinary mortal experience this state is enjoyed 
only in tiny morsels, but from it can be deduced by analogy the 
fourth and ultimate state in which this liberty and bliss are infinite 
and eternal.
4. The second quarter is Taijasa (the Luminous) with the dream 

state for his field, inwardly cognitive, seven-limbed, nineteen­
mouthed, and enjoying subtle objects.
In the previous verse the material plane of the cosmos was 

considered, which is Brahman in his waking state. Here the 
psychic plane is studied, the particular manifestations of which 
are sensations, imaginations, dreams etc. This is Brahman in his 
dreaming condition.
5. When one who is asleep feels no desires, sees no dreams - 

that is deep sleep. The third quarter is Prajna (the Intelligent) 
having this state of deep sleep for his field, with experiences 
all unified, with cognition reduced to a mere indefinite mass, 
full of bliss, enjoying bliss, and forming the gateway to all de­
finite cognitions.
Above the psychic plane comes the intellectual plane wherein 

all sensations, imaginations and particular ideas merge in one in­
definite mass of superconscious bliss. This is Brahman in deep 
sleep. Deep sleep in human beings is the microcosmic reproduc­
tion of this macrocosmic state of Brahman, because after every 
such sleep one emerges with the vague consciousness of having 
enjoyed a blissful state. I t is to be noted that in Vedanta philo­
sophy the whole macrocosm is taken to be a living being mani­
festing on a cosmic scale the various phases of being observed in 
the microcosm of man.
6. This is the Lord of all — their knower, their inner controller, 

their source, their origin and dissolution.
The above aspect of Brahman is also what Advaita Vedanta 

considers to be the inferior Brahman or Igvara the Personal God. 
Personality is only an outward expression of Brahman, not his
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inward nature, and valid only for the duration of the cosmos. 
Though the foregoing description started with the m aterial plane, 
the actual cosmic process is in the reverse order, the first mani­
festation of Brahman being the personal 15vara from whom pro­
ceed the rest of the orders of being.
7. The fourth, the wise say, is not inwardly cognitive, nor out­

wardly cognitive, nor cognitive both-wise; neither is it an in­
definite mass of consciousness, nor consciousness nor non­
consciousness. It is unseen, unrelated, inconceivable, uninfe- 
rable, unimaginable, indescribable. It is the essense of the 
one self-consciousness common to all conscious states; it is 
the cessation of the phenomenal; it is tranquillity; it is bliss; 
it is non-duality. This is the Self and it is to be realized.
Here we have the fourth state, which is Brahman in himself, 

the absolute, impersonal, indescribable, immutable substratum  
behind the phenomena of the cosmos. We do not dwell long on 
the interpretation of this idea as the following pages will make 
it clear.

The remaining verses of the Upanisad are not of particular 
interest to us here. They merely repeat the same four states as 
symbolized by the mystic syllable OM (AUM). Its three compo­
nents, the letters A, U and M stand respectively for the three first 
states, and the whole syllable OM for the fourth, that is, Brahman 
considered in himself.

We now pass on to Gaudapada's paraphrase of this im portant 
Upanisad.

Mandukya-karika
This short treatise of 215 verses in « anustubh » metre is the 

first attem pt to base the Vedanta entirely on reason. At the time 
it was written, Buddhism was making a last stand and Hindu 
theologians were hard put to it replyng to the subtleties of Bud­
dhist logic. Vedanta-sutras, the only systematic text of the Ve­
danta, were themselves totally dependent on the Hindu scriptures 
which the Buddhists did not accept as authoritative. Hence a pure­
ly rational defence of the Vedanta was necessary. Gaudapada 
undertook that task, and in fulfilling it went more than half way 
to meet the Buddhists. Owing to its rationalistic and Buddhistic 
bent, the work is considered dangerous by the Hindus and is 
not allowed to beginners.

The work is divided into four chapters or Prakaranas.
I. - Agama Prakarana (scripture chapter) begins with the in­

terpretation of the Mandukya Upanisad. The scripture authority
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is brought in merely to satisfy the Hindus, but once the topic 
is introduced that way the author relies only on reason for its 
demonstration. The Buddhist anatma-vada (no-self-theory) is sum­
marily disposed of. In order to understand the true nature of the 
atman (self), argues Gaudapada, it m ust be studied in all its three 
states of being, namely, the waking state, the dream  state and 
deep sleep. Through them all there runs a persisting substra­
tum; otherwise it would not be possible to remember them or 
to coordinate them. Therefore the Buddhist contention that there 
are only passing phenomena, no persistent things, or in other 
words, there is only becoming, no being, cannot be true. The ana­
logy is carried forward to the cosmos as a whole: as the indivi­
dual dtman coordinates the experiences of one's different states, 
so the absolute Atman  coordinates the experiences of all and 
gives unity and continuity to the whole universe. As the little world 
of each individual rises out of a potential state and reverts to it 
as the individual passes from deep sleep to dream and waking 
state and back again to deep sleep, so also the whole universe 
appears and disappears as the absolute Self passes through cor­
responding states. This is the cosmic appearance of Brahman. 
Beyond it lies the transcendental state of Brahman the absolute, 
immutable, indefinable.

II. - Vaitathya Prakarana (illusion chapter) deals with the il­
lusoriness of the cosmic appearance. As far as the world is con­
cerned, Gaudapada goes all the way to meet the idealist Buddhists. 
He accepts their principle that satya (real) and nitya (eternal) are 
convertible terms, and therefore whatever has beginning and end 
has no middle either. He also agreed with the Buddhists in main­
taining that the waking state and dream state are not fundamen­
tally different from each other. He argues that from  the stand­
point of the dreaming state, dream experiences are as coherent 
as waking experiences are in the waking state. So too their prac­
tical utility: dream water quenches dream th irst just as well as 
the so called real w ater quenches real thirst. His attitude finds 
a perfect echo in these words of D escartes: « When I consider the 
m atter carefully, I do not find a single characteristic by means 
of which I can certainly determine whether I am awake or whe­
ther I am dreaming. The visions of a dream and the experiences 
of my waking state are so much alike that I am completely puz­
zled, and I do not really know I am not dreaming at this mo­
m ent » .1 Or of Pascal who wrote that if a peasant were to dream 
every night for twelve hours that he is a king, he would be as 
happy as a king who dreams every night for twelve hours that 
he is a peasant.

i Renati des Cartes M editationes de Prima Philosophia, meditatio 1.
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But Gaudapáda did not adm it the total subjectivism and nihi­

lism of the extreme Buddhists. While conceding that the whole 
universe is a dream, he insisted that there is a real dream er 
behind it, the absolute Atman (Self) or Brahman. Besides It 
everything is illusory, even the individual Stman. Hence he logi­
cally concludes with the Buddhists that in absolute tru th  there 
is neither death nor birth, nor bondage nor release, nor anyone 
seeking after liberation.

III. - Advaita Prakarana (chapter on non-duality). This is the 
central theme of the Kárika: the apparent multiplicity of this 
dream world does not in any way compromise the absolute unity 
and simplicity of Brahman. Space remains simple and indivisible 
even though jars and other recipients seem to break it up and 
enclose parts of it within their walls. Appearances notw ithstan­
ding, ghatdkaga (space within the jar) is identical with mahakaga 
(cosmic space), neither a part of it nor a product of it. Thus, 
at one stroke, all the diverse creation theories are throw n over­
board together: the question of production does not come in at 
all. Gaudapada’s own theory is the ajati-vada (non-production 
theory): nothing is produced, there is neither b irth  nor death nor 
bondage nor liberation in reality; there is only the one immutable 
Brahman that exists and dreams all the rest.

IV. Alata-ganti Prakarana (chapter on the exstinguishing of 
the brand). This expression is particularly Buddhistic. They com­
pare existence to aldta-cakra (fire brand circle). A glowing brand 
swung rapidly round produces the illusion of a fiery wheel. Con­
tinued existence of things, they say, is just such an illusion: 
phenomena endure only for one infinitesimal instant, and are suc­
ceeded by others, but their rapid succession gives occasion to the 
illusion of continuity. Gaudapada not only adopts this peculiarly 
Buddhistic expression, but commences this chapter with a salu­
tation to Buddha « the best of men ». He makes use of all the 
arguments of the Buddhists to refute the reality of the world, but 
parts company with them in his conclusion by maintaining that 
these arguments disprove only pluralism, not monism. He parti­
cularly attacks the doctrines of creation, emanation, evolution 
and whatever else that implies the reality of the world. Accor­
ding to him the only rational position is that of ajati-vada (non­
production theory) which once accepted dispenses one from the 
need of finding an explanation for the world.

All this is said from the standpoint of absolute truth. How­
ever, as long as one is under the spell of avidya (illusion) one has 
to live by relative truth. In  the earlier stages of the spiritual 
life one needs the concept of a Personal God and the practice of 
religion, as only by these means can one prepare oneself for the 
realization of the liberating tru th  of ajati-vada that « there is no
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birth, no death, no bondage, no liberation nor anyone to be li­
berated ».

Guadapada’s great m erit is that he established the reality of 
the One Absolute Being, though he left the creatures in the condi­
tion of dream objects. It was the first step back from the abso­
lute nihilism of Madhyamika Buddhists. The next step was taken 
by Qankaracarya who granted the creatures, not indeed reality, 
but objectivity: from subjective dreams they were converted into 
objective illusions as we shall explain later. The third step was 
that of Ramanuja who maintained that the world is real, but in 
a sense one with God, after the m anner of the body w ith the soul. 
Finally we have Madhvacarya who defends perfect dualism: the 
world neither a product nor a part of God, but eternally coexi­
sting with Him and totally controlled and governed by Him.

But along side of this growing appreciation of the reality 
of the world, there is also evident a progressive deterioration of 
the concept of God, at least as regards His absolute independence 
and immutability. This was inevitable in the absence of the right 
idea of creation.

II. - THE ADVAITA OF CANKARACARYA
( p r e l i m i n a r y  n o t i o n s )

It is commonly accepted as certain that Cankara was born 
between 700 and 800 A. D. at Kaladi in Malabar. His father Qi- 
vaguru was a Yajurvedi Brahmin of the Taittiriya branch. In his 
eighth year Qankara took to asceticism and became the disciple 
of Govinda, Guadapada's disciple then residing in a mountain cell 
on the banks of the Narbuda. In all his works Cankara subscribes 
himself as the pupil of Govinda. From there he proceeded to Be­
nares and thence to Badarikagrama. He wrote commentaires on 
the Brahma Sutras and ten of the im portant Upanisads. He tra­
velled all over India engaging in debates and defeating his op­
ponents everywhere. Four monasteries were founded by him at 
almost the four ends of India, the most celebrated of which is 
the one at Cringeri in the Mysore Province. According to tradi­
tion, he died at Kedarnath in the Himalayas at the age of 
thirty two.

The principal works of Cankara are his commentaries on 
the Brahma-sutras, ten Upanisads and the Bhagavat Gita, together 
with his Upadega-sahasri and Vivekacudamani. There are besides 
several devotional hymns composed by him and a few other works 
attributed to him. Cankara’s commentary on the Brahama-sutras 
touched off a chain reaction which was to continue vigorously for 
several centuries. Suregvaracarya’s Varttikas and Naiskarmyasid- 
dhi, Vacaspati’s Bhamati, Padmapada’s Pancapadika, and Ananda-
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giri’s Nyayanirnaya are the Immediate successors of Cankara’s 
Bhasya. They were followed by many more in the following cen­
turies.As the basis of this study we have taken Cankara’s ' magnum 
opus’, his Vedanta-bhasya or commentary on the Brahma-sutras 
(*) with occasional reference to some of his other works. His 
doctrines will be presented entirely in his own words, with a 
running commentary to clarify and assess them. As this is sup­
posed to be simply the w riter’s own appraisal of Qankara, no 
other author is cited. Works on Qankara are plentiful; he is the 
most celebrated of Indian philosophers and the most w ritten 
about.

Before entering upon the main topics of discussion, we have 
to prepare the ground with a few preliminary notions.

Vedanta Epistemology
All philosophical discussion in India is invariably preceded by 

a treatise on prama (valid knowledge) and pramana (means and 
criteria of knowledge) in order to determine the reliability and 
objectivity of knowledge. And every school has to refute the views 
of several others before it can establish its own.

Without going into the intricate questions regarding the pro­
cess of knowing, we restrict ourselves to the central point of the 
objectivity and reality of knowledge. Is our knowledge related to 
anything outside? and if so, are those things real? Here we have 
on the one hand the Yogacara or Vijnanavada Buddhists who 
were out and out idealists who maintained that all knowledge is 
purely subjective and does not point to anything outside the think­
ing subject, or, to be more exact, the chain of thought pheno­
mena. On the other hand we have the Hindu schools of Nyaya, 
Samkhya and Mimamsa all of which defend the objectivity and 
reality of knowledge, that is, that knowledge refers to things 
outside, and that those things exist independently of the knowing 
subject. Sankara’s position is very peculiar. As seen above Gau- 
dapada had only insisted on the absolute reality of the Supreme 
Being, Brahman; for the rest he subscribed to the idealism of the 
Buddhists, probably was a Buddhist himself as Dasgupta thinks. 
To him the waking state and the dream state do not differ from 
each other, both are equally illusory, subjective phenomena.

But Cankara could not bring himself to defy common sense 
altogether, and for that very' reason found himself in a most em­

* For the text of Cankara’s Bhasya we follow  the English rendering 
by George Thibaut published as Volumes XXXIV (1890) and XXXVIII (1896) 
of the S acred  B o oks  o f  t h e  E a s t  edited by F. Max Muller, Oxford University 
Press, London. SBE in the foot-notes stands for ' Sacred Books of the East 
Explanatory notes within square brackets, inserted in the text, are ours.
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barrassing, situation. His dilemma was th is: knowledge, to be of 
any use at all, has to be objective, that is, pointing to something 
outside the knowing subject; idealism was therefore out of the 
question. But at the same time the principles of his Advaita Ve­
danta would not tolerate the reality of the world. I t took all his 
ingenuity to negotiate a way out of this impasse, and the key 
he found to the solution of the problem is a subtle distinction 
between reality and objectivity. All knowledge, he claimed, is 
objective; in order to stop all possible loop-holes, he even went 
so far as to grant a certain objectivity to dreams and hallucina­
tions, though of an order far inferior to that of waking expe­
rience. But that is as far as he would go: every knowledge is 
objective, but every object is not real. There can be illusory 
objects. The trees and lakes seen in a mirage are not creations 
of the imagination; the sight is out there, independent of the seer, 
but the objects seen are unreal. There is difference, therefore, 
between reality and objectivity. All real things are objective, but 
not all objective things are real.

On the plane of absolute reality there is only one being, 
Brahman; all else, however objective, lies on the plane of illu­
sion. Dreams and waking experiences agree in being a t bottom  
only illusions, but have this surface difference between them that 
while dreams touch objects of particular illusion, valid only for 
that individual and for a short duration, waking experience em­
braces objects of cosmic illusion valid for all subjects and for 
the whole duration of the world process. Corresponding to these 
three orders of reality and objectivity, there are three grades of 
tru th : absolute truth  (param arthika satya) the object of which 
is only Brahman as he is in reality; empirical truth  (vyavaharika 
satya) concerning the objects of cosmic illusion, that is, the world 
of the waking state; and apparent truth  (pratibhasika satya) re­
garding the objects of dreams and hallucinations.

Adhyasa (superimposition)
But here the question arises: how can illusions be objective 

if there is no reality in them? The answer is that illusions do 
not stand by themselves, they are always superimposed on some 
reality. Here comes in the famous example of the rope-snake. A 
person walkng at dusk comes upon a piece of rope lying on the 
way and mistakes it for a snake. The snake is certainly imaginary, 
but it is seen out there on the road, which could not have hap­
pened had there not been a piece of real rope lying there. As it 
is, the avidya (delusion) of the seer projects the imaginary snake 
onto the real rope, and by virtue of the sustaining reality it be­
comes an objectivity to the particular individual. Here we have 
the case of an individual illusion. But the rope itself is another
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illusion of the cosmic order projected by a cosmic avidya on the 
absolute reality Brahman.But whence this ' delusion ’ so universal and persistent as 
to create a whole world of illusions and sustain it for endless ages? 
I t  is an inexplicable mystery, answers Cankara, and we cannot 
adequately explain it. I t has been always there from  beginning- 
less eternity, and is the only explanation for this cosmic appea­
rance and for the transm igration of souls. That this delusion is 
deep rooted in human nature can be easily deduced from our 
own experience. Thus, argues Qankara, we all habitually superim­
pose on the soul, which is a pure spirit, all the qualities of the 
body and even of extracorporeal things. This is an evident case 
of avidya, because spirit and m atter are opposed to each other 
like subject and object, « I » and « th o u ». (Jankara opens his 
Vedanta-bhasya with these words:

« I t  is a m atter not requiring any proof that the object and 
the subject, whose respective spheres are the notion of the 
' Thou ’ and the ' Ego ’, and which are opposed to each other 
as much as darkness and light are, cannot be identified. All 
the less can their respective attributes be identified. Hence it 
follows that it is wrong to superimpose upon the subject 1— 
whose Self is intelligence, and which has for its sphere the 
notion of the Ego — the object whose sphere is the1 notion 
of the Non-Ego, and the attributes of the object, and vice 
versa to superimpose the subject and the attributes of the 
subject on the object. In spite of this it is on the part of man 
a natural procedure — which has its cause in wrong knowledge 
— not to distinguish the two entities (object and subject) 
and their respective attributes, although they are absolutely 
distinct, but to superimpose upon each the characteristic na­
ture and the attributes of the other, and thus, coupling the 
Real and the Unreal, to make use of expressions such as 
' That am I ’, ' That is mine ’ ...
« In this way there goes on this natural beginningless and 
endless superimposition, which appears in the form of wrong 
conception, is the cause of individual souls appearing as 
agents and enjoyers (of the results of their actions), and is 
observed by every one » .2
From the above it will be plain that the avidya or ' delusion ’ 

that Qankara speaks about is not merely a subjective state of 
mind from which illusions arise, but an objective ' something ’, 
transcendental and eternal. In its cosmic aspect it is called Maya, 
in its individual aspect it is avidya. As Maya, the mysterious power 
of Brahman, it produces this illusory yet objective cosmos inclu­

2 SBE. XXXIV, pp. 3, 4, 9.
5
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ding the individual « e g o »; as avidya, the individual delusion, 
it causes the individual « ego » to superimpose the cosmos and 
itself on the immutable Self, Brahman, seeing them in the place 
of Brahman, just as the snake is seen where there is only the rope.

What is the nature of this Maya? Is it real or unreal? As a 
staunch monist Cankara could not adm it any reality outside 
B rahm an: so Maya is not real. But as a man of common sense 
he could not deny the objectivity of the w orld : so Maya that caused 
it cannot be absolutely nothing; it must be something objective 
which is neither sat (being) nor asat (non-being). All that we can 
say about it is, that it is anirvacaniya (indefinable). Maya remains 
the central mystery in Qankara’s system, and a stumbling block 
to every one including himself.

The Problem of E rror
The above theory will be utilized by Cankara in solving the 

problem of error, a question hotly controverted by Hindu dialecti- 
tians. What is the intrinsic nature of error? is it something nega­
tive or something positive? The classical example adduced in all 
these controversies is that of a person who seeing mother-of-pearl 
believes it to be silver. All adm it that the ideas of silver and mo­
ther-of-pearl taken by themselves are not false. In what there­
fore consists the essense of falsehood? According to the schools of 
Nyaya and Kumarila-mimamsa, error consists in the false a ttri­
bution (anyatha-khyati) of the idea of silver already existing in 
the mind to ' that ’ which is now seen. Prabhakara-MImamsa and 
the Jainists, on the other hand, think that falsehood consists not 
in any positive misapprehension, but in something negative, 
namely, non-discrimination (a-khyati) between the two ideas of 
which one is newly acquired, the other recalled by memory. Ra­
manuja, the uncompromising realist who defends not only the objec­
tivity of all knowledge but also the reality of all objects known, 
explains error as partial t r u th : every erroneous judgement is true 
as far as it goes, only it does not go far enough to be fully true. 
According to him, the man who calls mother-of-pearl silver is 
pronouncing a partial truth, because the elements of silver are 
there in the shell in question (as all elements are to be found 
in varying proportions in all substances) though in a negligible 
quantity. The error consists in seeing only a part (sat-khyati). 
To Qankaracarya also every idea, even an erroneous one, must 
have an objective content, though the object may not be real. 
So the man who seeing shell thinks it is silver is not conjuring 
up the image of silver in his mind, but is actually experiencing 
an objective, though illusory, vision of silver; it is a product of 
that indefinable Maya and therefore term ed « anirvacanlya- 
k h y a ti».
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Pramana (means of knowledge and criteria of truth)
Cankara admits sense perception (pratyaksa) and reasoning 

(anumana) as valid means of knowledge as far as the phenomenal 
world is concerned; but they have no intrinsic validity when Brah­
m an is the object to be known.

« But, it might be said, as Brahman is an existing substance, 
it will be the object of other means of right knowledge also... 
This we deny; for as Brahman is not an object of the senses, 
it has no connection with those other means of knowledge. 
For the senses have, according to their nature, only external 
things for their object, not Brahman » .3

But even reasoning, according to Cankara, cannot reach out to 
Brahman, because reasoning can only build upon the data supplied 
by the senses, and these data do not point to anything beyond 
themselves.

« If Brahman were an object of the senses, we might perceive 
that the world is connected with Brahman as its effect; but 
as the effect only (i. e. the world) is perceived, it is impossible 
to decide (through perception) w hether it is connected with 
Brahman or something else » .4

Evidently, Cankara does not believe in the possibility of reasoning 
from a known effect to its unknown cause; he rather conceives of 
causality as a relation between two things which is known only 
when the two correlates are apprehended.

For supra-mundane knowledge, therefore, man has need of 
other means, which are testimony of the Scripture (gabda-pra­
ni ana) and Intuition (saksatkara). Of the two, Scripture comes 
first, because without the initial and basic knowledge of Brahman 
it alone can give, even intuition is im possible: « for the compre­
hension of Brahman is effected by the ascertainment, consequent 
on discussion, of the sense of the Vedanta texts, not either by in­
ference or by the other means of right knowledge » .5

But Scripture is not the only source of religious truth. Here 
Cankara takes exception to Jaimini's contention that supra-mun- 
dane knowledge can be had only from the Scriptures. Indeed, po­
sitive laws of religious practice can be ascertained only from the 
Scriptures; but spiritual knowledge can be acquired by intuition as well.

3 SBE. XXXIV, p. 19.
4 Ibidem .
5 Ibidem  p. 17.
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« Scriptural text etc., are not, in the enquiry into Brahman, 
the only means of knowledge, as they are in the enquiry into 
active duty (i. e. in the Purva Mimamsa), but scriptural texts 
on the one hand, and intuition etc. on the other hand, are 
to be had recourse to according to the occasion; firstly, be­
cause intuition is the final result of the enquiry into Brahm an; 
secondly, because the object of the enquiry is an existing 
(accomplished) substance » .6

So intuition is another, and a very im portant, means of knowing 
Brahman. In fact, the higher knowledge of Brahman comes only 
from intuition which alone liberates the soul, while the Scrip­
tures provide the initial and indispensable knowledge to build upon.

Reasoning, however, is not to be despised, for it can be of 
great service in clarifying and confirming the teaching of the 
Scrip tures:

« While, however, the Vedanta passages primarily declare the 
cause and origin etc. of the world, inference also, being an 
instrum ent of right knowledge in so far as it does not con­
tradict the Vedanta texts, is not to be excluded as a means of 
confirming the meaning ascertained. Scripture itself, moreover, 
allows argumentation; for the passages, Brhad. Up. ii, 4, 5, 
and Chan. Up. vi, 14, 2, declare that human understanding 
assists Scripture ». 6-a
Of these four Pramanas or means of right knowledge, namely, 

sense perception (pratyaksa), inference (anumana), scriptural 
testimony (gabda) and intuition (saksatkara), the first and the last 
agree in one im portant respect: they both have individuals as 
objects, not universals, and grasp them experimentally (anubhava) 
generating the certainty of immediate evidence. The term  pra­
tyaksa means « before the eyes », and saksatkara means « realizing 
as if with the eyes »; the latter could be rendered better by « in­
tuitive realization ».

Prameya (object of knowledge)
God, the world and the soul are the three topics most 

systems of thought in India treat about. To Advaita Vedanta there 
is only one reality, Brahman. The Brahma-sutras begin with the 
aphorism : « athato Brahma jijnasa » which means, « now there­
fore an enquiry into Brahman ». Nevertheless, the world and souls

6 Ibidem , p, 18. 
6-a Ibidem , p. 17.
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are aspects of Brahman and objective. Hence the threefold divi­
sion comes in handy here also. We shall follow that order in this 
treatise.

III. - WHAT IS BRAHMAN?
The second sutra of Badarayana defines Brahman in these 

words: « janm adi asya y a ta h » (lit: Whence the origin etc. of 
this), which has been paraphrased by Qankara as follows:

« The full sense of the sutra therefore i s : That omniscient 
omnipotent cause from which proceed the origin, subsistence 
and dissolution of this world — which world is differentiated 
by names and forms, contains many agents and enjoyers, is 
the abode of the fruits of actions, these fruits having their 
definite places, times and causes, and the nature of whose 
arrangement cannot even be conceived by the mind, — that 
cause, we say, is Brahman » .7
On the face of it, this definition favours the reality of creation 

and the personality of God the Creator. Ramanuja and others in 
voke this sutra in support of their position, and many authorities 
believe them to be closer to the mind of Badarayana. But to Qan- 
kara the above sutra  is not a real definition (sva-laksana) of 
Brahman, but a circumstantial definition (tatastha-laksana), 
something like defining the rope of the famous example as ' that 
which appears as the snake ’. In other words, it defines not the 
Higher Brahman, that is, Brahman as he is, bu t the Lower Brah­
man, that is, Brahman as apprehended by avidya (delusion). And 
this knowledge has all the validity of the ' empirical tru th  ’ we 
have explained above, and remains valid as long as this illusory, 
but objective, cosmos lasts. The sutras begin with the definition 
of the Lower Brahman because that is the only way the unen­
lightened can grasp Him.

The Twofold Brahman
This is an im portant point in Cankara’s Vedanta, a point ve­

hemently criticized by his adversaries. According to this doctrine, 
not only are there two different aspects of Brahman, both objec­
tive, one absolutely true and the other empirically true, bu t there 
are two religions as well: the higher religion consisting in the 
knowledge of the Absolute Impersonal Brahman, and the lower 
religion in the worship of the Personal Igvara. Of these, as we

7 Ib idem  p. 16.
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shall see later, only the higher one is conducive to final liberation.
« Brahman is apprehended under two fo rm s: in the first place 
as qualified by limiting conditions owing to the multiformity 
of the evolutions of name and form (i. e. the multiformity of 
the created world); in the second place as being the opposite 
of this, i. e. free from all limiting conditions whatever. Com­
pare the following passages: [here are quoted a num ber of 
texts from the Upanisads], All these passages, with many 
others, declare Brahman to posses a double nature, according 
as it is the object either of jnana  [widsom] or of avidya 
[delusion]. As long as it is the abject of avidya, there are ap­
plied to it the categories of devotee, object of devotion, and 
the like... From all this it appears that the following parts of 
the Castra has a special object of its own, viz. to show that 
the Vedanta texts teach, on the one hand, Brahman as con­
nected with limiting conditions and forming an object of de­
votion, and on the other hand, as being free from the conne­
xion with such conditions and constituting an object of 
knowledge » .8

Is Brahman Knowable?
While the intrinsic nature of Brahman can be known only by 

intuitive realization (saksatkara) the existence of Brahman is, or 
rather should be, self-evident to everybody. For all are conscious 
of their own selves, and the Self of all is in reality Brahman 
alone.

« Moreover, the existence of Brahman is known on the ground 
of its being the Self of everyone. For every one is conscious of 
the existence of (his) self, and never thinks ' I am not ’. And 
this Self (of whose existence all are conscious) is Brahman » .9

But while all perceive the existence of the Self, all do not realize 
that Brahman is that Self. Hence the need of other proofs.

« But if Brahman is generally known as the Self, there is no 
room for an enquiry into it! Not so, we reply; for there is a 
conflict of opinions as to its special nature. Unlearned people 
and the Lokayatikas [the rationalists] are of opinion that the 
mere body endowed with the quality of intelligence is the 
Self; others that the organs endowed with intelligence are the 
Self; others maintain that the internal organ is the Self;

8 Ibidem  pp. 61, 62, 64.
9 Ibidem  p. 14.
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others again that the Self is a mere momentary idea; others 
again that it is the Void. Others again, (to proceed to the opi­
nion of such as acknowledge the authority of the Veda), main­
tain that there is a transm igrating being different from the 
body and so on, which is both agent and enjoyer (of the fruits 
of actions); others teach that that being is enjoying only, not 
acting; others believe that in addition to the individual souls 
there is an all-knowing all-powerful Lord. Others, finally, (i. e. 
the Vedantins) maintain that the Lord is the Self of the 
enjoyer (i. e. of the individual soul whose individual existence 
is apparent only, the product of avidya). Thus there are many 
various opinions, basing part of them on sound arguments 
and scriptural texts, part of them on fallacious arguments 
and scriptural texts m isunderstood » .10

Hence the need of the Scriptures even to know for certain the 
existence of Brahman. But once that is known we can easily con­
firm it with arguments of reason. Such rational proofs become a 
necessity when we have to deal with ill-informed or unbelieving 
people.

« Although it is the object of this system to define the true 
meaning of the Vedanta texts and not, like the science of 
Logic, to establish or refute some tenet by mere ratiocination, 
still it is incumbent on thorough students of the Vedanta to 
refute the Samkhya and other systems which are obstacles in 
the way of perfect knowledge... Here an opponent might come 
forward and say that we are indeed entitled to establish our 
own position, so as to define perfect knowledge which is the 
means of release to those desirous of it, but that no use is 
apparent of a refutation of other opinions — a proceeding pro­
ductive of nothing bu t hate and anger. There is a use, we 
reply. For there is some danger of men of inferior intelligence 
looking upon the Samkhya and similar systems as requisite 
for perfect knowledge, because those systems have a weighty 
appearance, have been adopted by authoritative persons, and 
profess to lead to perfect knowledge » .11

Arguments for the Existence of God
The following are the principal heads under which Sankara's 

rational proofs of the existence of God may be summed up.

10 Ibidem  pp. 14, 15.
11 Ibidem  p. 363.
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1° The Principle of Causality
On the nature of causality Hindu philosophers are divided 

into two camps, one viewing causation as a mere transformation, 
the other as true generation. In either case, their principal preoc­
cupation is with the material cause. The first group defends what 
is called Sat-karya-vada (effect-in-cause theory) according to which 
the whole effect pre-existed already in the cause, so that it is the 
cause itself that now appears transform ed into the effect. The 
opposite sentence is called Asat-karya-vada (effect-not-in-cause 
theory) which holds that in every production something new is 
brought into being which was not latent in the m aterial cause. 
Qankara belongs to the first school, which goes well with his fun­
damental tenet that all creation is nothing but an apparent trans­
formation of Brahman.

Coming to the argument from causality: we see that every­
thing in this world has a proportionate cause, that is, a  cause 
containing within itself all the perfections of the effect. Now, none 
of the particular causes can account for the whole cosmos so im­
mense and inconceivably perfect. Therefore there m ust be an in­
finite and almighty cause to account for it.

« The origin etc. of a world possessing the attributes stated 
above cannot possibly proceed from anything else bu t a Lord 
possessing the stated qualities; not either from a non-intelli- 
gent Pradhana [Prime M atter which, according to Samkhya 
philosophy, spontaneously evolved into this world], or from 
atoms, or from non-being, or from a being subject to transm i­
gration; nor, again, can it proceed from its own nature (i. e. 
spontaneously, without a cause), since we observe that (for 
the production of effects) special places, times and causes 
have invariably to be employed ». u
2° The Order of the Universe
Here Qankara is retorting the teleological argum ent of the 

Samkhya philosophers. From the evidently purposeful arrange­
ment of the universe they had concluded that there m ust be ratio­
nal beings for whose understanding and enjoyment it is all desti­
ned. If you see a well prepared bed — an example used also by 
Greek philosophers — you m ust conclude that there is some hu­
man being for whom it is meant. Now, this argumentation is all 
right as far as it goes, concedes Qankara, but from the same evi­
dence they ought to have first come to the conclusion that the 
world m ust have originated from an intelligent cause.

12 Ib id em  pp. 16, 17.
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« If you Samkhyas base your theory on parallel instances 
merely, we point out that a non-intelligent thing which, without 
being guided by an intelligent being, spontaneously produces 
effects capable of subserving the purposes of some particular 
person is nowhere observed in the world. We rather observe 
that houses, palaces, couches, pleasure-grounds and the like 
— things which according to circumstances are conducive to 
the obtainment of pleasure or the avoidance of pain — are 
made by workmen endowed with intelligence. Now look at 
this entire world which appears, on the one hand, as exter­
nal (i. e. inanimate) in the form of earth and the other ele­
ments enabling (the souls) to enjoy the fruits of their various 
actions, and, on the other hand, as animate, in the form of 
bodies which belong to the different classes of beings, possess 
a definite arrangement of organs, and are therefore capable 
of constituting the abodes of fruition; look, we say, a t this 
world, of which the most ingenious workmen cannot even 
form a conception in their minds, and then say if a non- 
intelligent principle like the Pradhana [prim e m atter] is able 
to fashion it! Other non-intelligent things such as stones and 
clods of earth are certainly not seen to possess analogous 
powers. We rather m ust assume that ju st as clay and similar 
substances are seen to fashion themselves into various forms, 
if worked upon by potters and the like, so Pradhana also 
(when modifying itself into its effects) is ruled by some in­
telligent principle. When endeavouring to determine the na­
ture of the primal cause (of the world), there is no need for 
us to take our stand on those attributes only which form part 
of the nature of material causes such as clay etc., and not on 
those also which belong to extraneous agents such as potters 
etc . » .13

Here, particularly in the last sentence, we see Qankara insisting 
on the importance of the efficient cause. I t is not always that he 
does so. The general tendency of Indian philosophers, including 
Qankara, is to glorify m aterial causality even to the exclusion of 
all other forms of causality. Indeed, whenever they mention cause 
without any specification, it is invariably the m aterial cause they 
have in mind.

3° The Need of a Prime Mover
Here again Qankara is principally at grips with the Samkhya 

philosophy. I t  is a realistic school of thought trying to explain 
the world without God, by reducing all things to two eternal first 
principles: Prime M atter (prakrti or pradhana) and Spirit (Pu-

13 Ib id em  pp. 364, 365.
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rusa). Spirits are innumerable, intelligent, but devoid of all acti­
vity. M atter is the source of all activity, bu t remains vague, inde­
term inate and dorm ant until the presence of the spirits rouses it. 
I t  is a fortuitous contact of the spirits and m atter that sets going 
the cosmic process, the two working together « after the manner 
of the lame and the blind », that is, like a blind man strong of 
limbs directed by a lame man with clear sight mounted on his 
back. In all this it is Pradhana or m atter that generates the force, 
while Purusa or spirit remains a mere witness, a catalyst ¡as it 
were. But all other Hindu schools deny that m atter can be the 
prime source of movement; spontaneous movement belongs to li­
ving beings. The first movement m ust come from some living 
principle, not matter. Once set in motion, m atter can continue in it.

Çankara is so keen on refuting the errors of Sàmkhya be­
cause, for the rest, he has to accept most of the principles of 
Sâmkhya as the philosophical basis of his own Vedanta : there is 
no other philosophical school in India that presents a system as 
complete and consistent as Sâmkhya.

« Leaving the arrangem ent of the world, we now pass on to 
the activity by which it is produced. — The three gunas [sat- 

. va, rajas and tamas, the three potentialities of m atter] pas­
sing out of the state of equipoise and entering into the condi­
tion of mutual subordination and superordination, originate 
activities tending towards the production of particular effects. 
[This is the claim of Sàmkhya] — Now these activités also 
cannot be ascribed to a non-intelligent pradhana left to itself, 
as no such activity is seen in clay and similar substances, or 
in chariots and the like. For we observe that clay and the like, 
and chariots — which are in their own nature non-intelligent 
— enter on activities tending towards particular effects only 
when they are acted upon by intelligent beings such as potters 
etc. in the one case, and horses and the like in the other. 
From what is seen we determine what is not seen. Hence a 
non-intelligent cause of the world is not to be inferred be­
cause, on that hypothesis, the activity without which the 
world cannot be produced, would be impossible » .14
4° The Insufficiency of the Purusa
Having established the need of an intelligent cause for the 

universe and a living agent to give it initial movement, Çankara 
proceeds to prove that the Purusas of Sâmkhya are useless for 
the purpose. These purusas are, according to Sâmkhya, pure spi­
rits devoid of activity, out of all contact with m atter. I t  is only 
their proximity that awakens prime m atter to activity, and it is

14 Ib idem  p. 367.
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their image reflected in m atter that induces order and rationality 
into the evolutionary process.

« Well then — the Samkhya resumes, endeavouring to defend 
his position by parallel instances — let us say that, as some 
lame man devoid of the power of motion but possessing the 
power of sight, having mounted the back of a blind man who 
is able to move but not to see, makes the latter move; or as 
the magnet not moving itself, moves the iron, so the soul mo­
ves the pradhana [These are the favourite examples of the 
Samkhyas], — Thus also, we reply, you do not free your 
doctrine from all shortcomings; for this your new position in­
volves an abandonment of your old position according to 
which the pradhana is moving itself, and the (indifferent, 
inactive) soul possesses no moving power. And how should 
the indifferent soul move the pradhana? A man, although lame, 
may make a blind man move by means of words and the like; 
but the soul which is devoid of action and qualities cannot 
possibly put forth any moving energy. Nor can it be said that 
it moves the pradhana by its mere proximity as the magnet 
moves the iron; for from the permanency of proximity (of 
soul and pradhana) a permanency of motion would follow. 
[The gist of the argument is th is : if prime m atter and the spi­
rit in a state of separation can ever be considered as close 
to each other, they m ust always be so; hence there is no rea­
son for the cosmic evolution to start at a particular moment 
and cease at another]. The proximity of the magnet (to the 
iron), on the other hand, is not permanent, but depends on 
a certain activity and the adjustm ent of the magnet in a cer­
tain position; hence the lame man and the magnet do not 
supply really parallel instances. — The pradhana then being 
non-intelligent and the soul indifferent, and there being no 
third principle to connect them, there can be no connexion 
of the two » .15

Some Objections Answered
Besides adducing proofs of reason to confirm the scriptural 

doctrine of the existence of God, Cankara also tries to forestall 
some of the objections usually raised against the concept of God 
as Creator. We give below the most representative of those 
objections and their answers.

« But, an objection will be raised; your Self even if joined 
to a body is incapable of exercising moving power, motion

15 Ib idem  pp. 373, 374.
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cannot be effected by that the nature of which is pure intelli­
gence. — A thing, we reply, which is itself devoid of motion 
may nevertheless move other things. The magnet is itself de­
void of motion; and yet it moves iron; and colours and the 
other objects of sense, although themselves devoid of motion, 
produce movements in the eyes and the other organs of sense. 
So the Lord also who is all-present, the Self of all, all-knowing 
and all-powerful may, although himself unmoving, move the 
universe » .16
Again, Brahman is absolutely simple, devoid of instrum ents 

of action, as Vedanta itself asserts. How can it then produce ef­
fects such as the world? Here we m ust bear in mind that almost 
all the philosophic schools in India hold that no substance is im­
mediately operative, it needs instrum ents of action to operate 
with. Vaiçesika is the only school that makes God the solitary 
exception to this rule. To this difficulty Çankara replies thus;

« This objection is not valid, because causation is possible in 
consequence of a peculiar constitution of the causal substance 
as in the case of milk. Just as milk and w ater tu rn  into 
curds and ice respectively, w ithout any extraneous means, so 
it is in the case of Brahman also. And if you object to this 
analogy for the reason that milk, in order to tu rn  into curds, 
does require an extraneous agent, viz. heat, we reply that milk 
by itself also undergoes a certain amount of definite change, 
and that its turning is merely accelerated by heat. If  milk 
did not possess that capability of itself, heat could not com­
pel it to turn; for we see that air o r ether, for instance, is 
not compelled by the action of heat to  tu rn  into sour milk. 
By the cooperation of auxiliary means the milk’s capability of 
turning into sour milk is merely completed. The absolutely 
complete power of Brahman, on the other hand, does not 
require to be supplemented by any extraneous help. Thus 
Scripture also declares : ' there is no effect and no instrum ent 
known of him, no one is seen like unto him or better; his 
high power is revealed as manifold, as inherent, acting as 
force and knowledge ’ (Çve. Up. vi. 8). Therefore Brahman, al­
though one only, is, owing to its manifold powers, able to 
transform  itself into manifold effects » .17

Hindu philosophers set great store by analogy, and love to adduce 
very homely examples which sometimes tu rn  out to  be extremely 
naïve and clumsy, as in this case. However Çankara cannot be

w Ibidem  p. 369.
17 Ibidem  pp. 346, 347.
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blamed for it, as he was only commenting on Badarayana’s sutra 
which contained this allusion to milk.

Another objection against the doctrine of an intelligent cause 
of the world is thus form ulated by Cankara himself:

« We know from  ordinary experience that man, who is an in­
telligent being, begins to act after due consideration only, and 
does not engage in even an unim portant undertaking unless 
it serves some purpose of his own; much less so in impor­
tant business... Now the undertaking of creating the sphere of 
this world, with all its various contents, is certainly a weighty 
one. If then, on the one hand, you assume it to serve some 
purpose of the intelligent highest Self, you thereby sublate 
its self-sufficiency vouched for by the Scripture; if, on the 
other hand, you affirm absence of motive on its part, you must 
affirm absence of activity also. — Let us then assume that 
ju st as sometimes an intelligent person when in a state of 
frenzy proceeds, owing to his mental aberration, to action 
without a motive, so the highest Self also created this world 
without any motive. — That, we reply, would contradict the 
omniscience of the highest Self, which is vouched for by 
Scripture. — Hence the doctrine of the creation proceeding 
from an intelligent Being is untenable » .18

Having formulated the objection so eloquently, he gives the follo­
wing answer to it.

« We see in every day life that certain doings of princes and 
other men of high position who have no unfulfilled desires 
left have no reference to any extraneous purpose, but proceed 
from mere sportfulness, as, for instance, their recreations in 
places of amusement. We further see that the process of inha­
lation and exhalation is going on without reference to any ex­
traneous purpose, merely following the law of its own nature. 
Analogously, the activity of the Lord also may be supposed 
to be mere sport, proceeding from his own nature, without 
reference to any purpose. For on the ground neither of rea­
son nor of Scripture can we construe any other purpose of 
the Lord. Nor can his nature be questioned. Although the 
creation of this world appears to us a weighty and difficult 
undertaking, it is mere play to the Lord, whose power is un­
limited. And if in ordinary life we might possibly, by close 
scrutiny, detect some subtle motive even for sportful action, 
we cannot do so with regard to the actions of the Lord all

18 Ib id em  p. 356.
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whose wishes are fulfilled, as Scripture says. Nor can it be 
said that he either does not act or acts like a senselss per­
son; for Scripture affirms the fact of the creation on the one 
hand, and the Lord’s omniscience on the other hand » .19

Hindu philosophers generally speak about the activity of God as 
Lila (sport) which certainly sounds awkward in translation. But 
the idea they wish to convey is that of an activity that is absolutely 
spontaneous, unfatiguing and pleasurable; and God’s activity is just 
that. In order to safeguard the freedom of God, Cankara denies 
all motive in creation; motive to him is something that binds the 
agent to action and limits the action to a determ inate end. 
The Vaicesika school on the other hand believes in spontaneous 
motives that do not involve bondage or limitation. They claim 
that God has a very worthy motive in creation, which in no way 
impairs his freedom and perfection: that of doing good to crea­
tures.

We adduce one more objection and Cankara’s answer to it. 
If an all wise and benevolent God is the author of creation, how 
do we account for all the inequality and evil and misery we find 
in it? I t is a perennial question and not an easy one for any theo­
logian to answer. Here is Cankara’s attem pt at an answer:

« The Lord, we reply, cannot be reproached with inequality of 
dispensation and cruelty, ' because he is bound by regards ’. If 
the Lord on his own account, without any extraneous regards, 
produced this unequal creation, he would expose himself to 
blame; but the fact is, that in creating he is bound by certain 
regards, i. e. he has to look to m erit and demerit. Hence the 
circumstance of the creation being unequal is due to the merit 
and demerit of the living creatures created, and is not a fault 
for which the Lord is to blame... And if we are asked how 
we come to know that the Lord, in creating this world with its 
various conditions, is bound by regards, we reply that Scrip­
ture declares that... Smrti passages also declare the favour of 
the Lord and its opposite to depend on the different quality 
of the works of living beings; as, for instance, ' I serve men 
in the way in which they approach me ’ (Bhag. Gita. iv. 11) » .20

The doctrine of Karma-samsara (transmigration) is supposed to 
solve many problems, most of all the baffling one of evil and ine­
quality. Everywhere in the ancient world, the curiosity of man has 
dabbled in this idea. That this superstition was not unknown even 
to the Jews may be gathered from this question of the Disciples:

19 Ibidem  pp. 356, 357.
20 Ibidem  pp. 358, 359.
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« Rabbi, who hath sinned, this man or his parents, that he should 
be born blind? » .21 That « this man » is very suggestive.

But God the Creator is only the Lower Brahman
After having so painstakingly dem onstrated from Scripture 

and confirmed by reason the existence and perfections of God the 
Creator, £ankara concludes with this disconcerting admission:

« And finally, we m ust remember that the scriptural doctrine 
of creation does not refer to the highest reality; it refers to 
the apparent world only, which is characterized by name and 
form, the figments of avidya [delusion], and it, moreover, 
aims at intimating that Brahman is the Self of everything » .22

So, God the Creator, the Personal Iqvara, together with the cosmos 
he has created, is relegated to the realm of the illusory. They have 
neither reality nor absolute validity, but merely an empirical va­
lidity as long as avidya [delusion] persists. This, Qankara reminds 
us, has to be borne in mind when reading the Scripture also; for 
there are parts of it that describe the Lower Brahman for the 
benefit of those who are steeped in delusion and are incapable 
of receiving true wisdom, so that these simple folk may at least 
practice the religion of worship of the Personal God and thus 
remotely prepare themselves for wisdom. Such parts of the Scrip­
ture have only an empirical value. Absolute value and eternal 
tru th  belong to those parts of the Veda that speak of the Im per­
sonal Brahman as the Only Being with nothing besides; and they 
contain the wisdom that liberates.

« Brahman, we must definitively assert, is devoid of all form, 
colour and so on, and does not in any way possess form and 
so on. Why? [Here are quoted a num ber of passages from the 
Upanisads]. These and similar passages have for their pur­
port the true nature of Brahman as non-connected with any 
world, and have not any other purport, as we have proved 
under I, i, 4. On the ground of such passages we therefore 
m ust definitively conclude that Brahman is devoid of form. 
Those other passages, on the other hand, which refer to a 
Brahman qualified by form do not aim at setting forth  the 
nature of Brahman, but rather at enjoining the worship of 
Brahman. As long as these latter texts do not contradict those 
of the former class, they are to be accepted as they stand; 
where, however, contradictions occur, the passages whose

21 John, ix, 2.
22 SBE. XXXIV, p. 357.
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main subject is Brahman m ust be viewed as having greater 
force than those of the other kind » .23

IV. - THE TRUE NATURE OF BRAHMAN
In the Introduction to his translation of the Brahma-sutras, 

Thibaut has given the following summary of Qankara's doctrine 
about B rahm an: « W hatever is, is in reality one; there truly exists 
only one universal being called Brahman or Paramatman, the 
Highest Self. This being is of an absolutely homogeneous nature; 
it is pure ' Being or, which comes to the same, pure intelligence 
or thought (caitanya, jhana). Intelligence or thought is not to be 
predicated of Brahman as its attribute, bu t constitutes its sub­
stance; Brahman is not a thinking being, but thought itself. I t  is 
absolutely destitute of qualities; whatever qualities or attributes 
are conceivable, can only be denied of i t » .24

Let us hear w hat Qankara himself has to say about the true 
nature of Brahman. And the first thing he has to say is that Brah­
m an is absolutely indefinable. « Every word employed to denote a 
thing, denotes that thing as associated with a certain ' genus 
or act, or quality, or mode of relation » ;25 but Brahman belongs 
to no ' genus ’, possesses no qualities, does not act, and is related 
to nothing else; « there is nothing besides it of a like kind or a 
different kind, nor has it internal distinctions » (sajatiya-vijatiya- 
svagatabheda-rahitam). In short we have none of the data for a 
definition of Brahman; such data cannot exist.

« Brahman, we m ust definitively assert, is devoid of all form, 
colour and so on... ' I t is neither coarse nor fine, neither short 
nor long ’ (Br. Up. iii. 8. 8); ' That which is w ithout sound, 
without forms without decay ’ (Kath. Up. I. iii. 15); ...' That 
Brahman is w ithout cause and w ithout effect, w ithout any­
thing inside or outside, this Self is Brahman, omnipresent 
and omniscient ’ (Br. Up. II. v. 19)... On the ground of such 
passages we therefore m ust definitively conclude that Brah­
m an is devoid of form » .26

Brahman is pure undifferentiated Intelligence.
« And Scripture declares that Brahman consists of intelli­
gence, is devoid of any other characteristics, and is altogether 
without difference; 'A s a mass of salt has neither inside nor

23 SBE. XXXVIII, p. 155.24 SBE. XXXIV, pp. xxiv, xxv.
23 Qankara, Glta-bhasya, xiii, 12.
26 SBE. XXXVIII, p. 155.
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outside, but is altogether a mass of taste, thus, indeed, has 
that Self neither inside nor outside, but is altogether a mass 
of knowledge’ (Br. Up. IV. v. 13). That m eans: That Self has 
neither inside nor outside any characteristic form  but intelli­
gence constitutes its nature; just as a lump of salt has inside 
as well as outside one and the same saltish taste, not any 
other taste » .27

For that reason Brahman is absolutely ineffable. Words can at 
best paint a caricature of him : silence is the only right attitude.

« Of a similar purport is that scriptural passage which relates 
how Bahva, being questioned about Brahman by Vagaklin, ex­
plained it to him by silence. He said to him, ' Learn Brahman, 
O friend ’ and became silent. Then, on a second and third 
question, he replied, ' I am teaching you indeed, but you do 
not understand. Silent is that Self ’ » .28

We quote a few pertinent texts from the short but very im portant 
Kena Upanisad, one of those Scriptures that Qankara heavily leans 
upon.
i. 3. « The eye cannot approach It, neither speech nor mind. We 

do not therefore know It, nor can we teach It. It is different 
from what is known, and It is beyond what is unknown. Thus 
have we heard from the ancients who instructed us upon It. » 

i. 4. « What speech cannot reveal, but w hat reveals speech, — 
know That alone as Brahman, and not this that people wor­
ship here ».

i. 5. « What mind does not comprehend, but w hat comprehends 
mind, — know That to be Brahman, and not this that people 
worship here ».

i. 6. « What sight fails to see, but what perceives sight, — know
That alone as Brahman, and not this that people worship 
here ».

ii. 1.« If you think that you know Brahman well, then you know
little ».

ii. 3.« He knows It, who comprehends I t  not; and he knows It 
not, who comprehends It. I t is the ' unknown ’ to the man of 
true knowledge, but to the ignorant I t is the ' known ’ ».
Such a Brahman, if he is to be expressed at all in human 

terms, is best expressed by way of negation, that is, by saying 
w hat he is not rather than what he is. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad,

27 Ibidem  pp. 156, 157.
28 Ibidem  p. 157.
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after giving an elaborate description of the cosmos with its gross 
and subtle elements, senses, vital airs, individual souls etc. etc., 
concludes with this description of B rahm an: « Now, therefore, 
follows a description of Brahman. Neti, N ed  (not such, not such) 
is the best description of Brahman; because there is no descrip­
tion more appropriate than this » .29

Are we then to understand that Brahman is a mere negation? 
To cruder minds he may appear so, admits Qankara: « Brahman, 
free from space and location, attributes, motion, fruition and dif­
ferences, Supreme Being, without a second, seems to the slow of 
mind no more than non-being ».30. But to those that understand, 
that negative definition asserts a positive reality. The ' Neti, Neti ’ 
of the sacred text has to be interpreted in its context, says Qan­
kara; and the context is that it comes as a conclusion to a descrip­
tion of the cosmos in its twofold aspect, gross and subtle.

« And, in our passage, the context points out w hat has to be 
considered as proximate, viz. the two cosmic forms of Brah­
man, and that Brahman itself to which the forms belong. Hence 
there arises a doubt whether the phrase ' Not so, Not so! ’ 
negatives both Brahman and its two forms, or only either; and 
if the latter, whether it negatives Brahman and leaves its two 
forms, or if it negatives the two forms and leaves Brahman. 
We suppose, the purvapaksin [the opponent] says that the 
negative statement negatives Brahman as well as its two 
forms; both being suggested by the context...
« To this we make the following reply. I t is impossible that 
the phrase ' Not so, not so! ’ should negative both, since that 
would imply the doctrine of a general Void. Whenever we 
deny something unreal, we do so with reference to something 
real; the unreal snake, e. g., is negatived with reference to 
the real rope. But this (denial of something unreal with refe­
rence to something real) is possible only if some entity is left... 
« The passage of the Br. Up. under discussion has, therefore, 
to be understood as follows. Brahman is that whose nature 
is permanent purity, intelligence and freedom; it transcends 
speech and mind, does not fall within the category of ' object ’, 
and constitutes the inward Self of all. Of this Brahman our 
text denies all plurality of forms; but Brahman itself it 
leaves untouched... The passage ' Not so ’ etc. denies of Brah­
man the limited form, m aterial as well as immaterial, which in 
the preceding part of the chapter is described at length » .31

29 Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, II, iii, 5.
30 Qankara-bhasya, Chan. Upanisad, VIII, i, 1.31 SBE. XXXVIII, pp. 167, 168.
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However, the mass of mankind cannot be satisfied with a 

merely negative definition of Brahm an: they need something po­
sitive to hold on to. For this reason the Scriptures also make po­
sitive statements about Brahman, for « the Scripture th in k s: Let 
them first find themselves on the path of the existent, then I shall 
gradually bring them also to an understanding of the Supreme 
E x isten t» .32

If the best way to express Brahman is the formula « Not 
such, not such », the next best is to say « He is! »

« Not by speech, not by mind,
Not by sight can He be apprehended.
How can He be comprehended 
But by saying that ' He is ’? (Asti)
He can indeed be comprehended by the thought ' He is ’
And by discerning the nature of both (i. e. asti and neti). 
When He has been comprehended by the thought ' He is ’ 
Then His real nature manifests itself » .33
Brahman therefore is ' Being ’ in the fullest sense. He cannot 

be non-being, argues Cankara, because « even imaginary things 
m ust have something to stand upon ». If anything exists a t all, 
even illusory things, then Brahman must be real. And if he is the 
ground of all ' being ’, he m ust also be eternal, unproduced, 
Svayam-bhu (Self-Existent).

« ...Brahman, whose Self is Being, m ust not be suspected to 
have sprung from anything else 'o n  account of the impossi­
bility Brahman which is mere Being cannot spring from 
mere being, since the relation of cause and effect cannot exist 
without a certain superiority (on the part of the cause). Nor 
again can Brahman spring from that which is something par­
ticular, since this would be contrary to experience. For we 
observe that particular forms of existence are produced from 
what is general, as, for instance, jars and pots from clay, but 
not that what is general is produced from particulars. Nor 
again can Brahman spring from that which is not (asat), for 
that which is not is without a Self, and moreover scripture 
expressly rejects that view, in the passage 'H ow  could that 
which is spring from that which is not? ’... Nor does the fact 
of other effects springing from effects imply that Brahman 
also m ust be an effect; for the non-admission of a fundamen­
tal causal substance would drive us to a retrogressus in in­
finitum. And that fundamental causal substance which as a

32 Qankara-bhasya, Chan. Up., VIII, i, 1.
33 Katha Upanisad, vi, 12, 13.
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m atter of fact is generally acknowledged to exist, ju st that 
is our Brahman » .34
But Brahman is more than mere existence; he is Sat-Cit-Anan- 

da, that is, Existence-Intelligence-Bliss. Says C ankara: « It there­
fore is the task of the Vedanta texts to set forth  Brahm an’s na­
ture, and they perform  that task by teaching us that Brahman is 
eternal, all-knowing, absolutely self-sufficient, ever pure, intelligent 
and free, pure knowledge, absolute bliss » .35 In fact all perfections 
in the abstract may be predicated about Brahman who contains 
them all in a transcendental manner. In the Brhadaranyaka Upa- 
nisad we read:

« This immutable one, not being an object of sight, 0  Gargi, is 
never seen by any one, but is Itself the seer, being sight itself. 
Likewise, not being an object of hearing, I t is never heard by 
any one, but is Itself the hearer, being hearing itself. So also, 
not being an object of mind, I t  is never thought of by any­
body, but is Itself the thinker being thought itself. Similarly, 
not being an object of the intellect, I t  is never known by any­
body, but is Itself the knower being intelligence itself » .36

To Qankara, Brahman is the Mahasamdnya (transcendent univer­
sal) : « There are in the world many samanyas (genera) with their 
vigesas (specific differences), both conscious and unconscious. All 
these samanyas in their graduated series are included and com­
prehended in the one great Samanya, i. e., in Brahman’s nature as 
a mass of intelligence ».37 Brahman, therefore, is a transcendental, 
self-subsisting, Universal, an indivisible totality of infinite perfec­
tions. He is absolutely homogeneous Being which is a t the same 
time undifferentiated awareness and tranquil bliss.

If Vedanta’s best definition of Brahman is total silence, its 
most intelligible one is this classic form ula: S AT-CIT-ANAND A- 
NITYA-PARIPÜRNA, i. e., Existence-Intelligence-Beatitude-Eter- 
nity-Infinitude.

(to be continued)
Cyril  B . P apali, o. c. d.

34 SBE. XXXVIII, pp. 19, 20.
35 SBE. XXXIV, p. 25.
36 Brhadaranyaka Up., I l l ,  viii, 11.
31 Qankara-bhasya, Brhad. Up., II, iv, 9.




