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This sacrificial fire of knowledge is enkindled for your 
worship, O Lord ! You are all and all is yours, so yours is 
dedicated to you for your joy, O Lord !

Though unity with the Lord is eternal and dedication to 
Him is temporal, yet the Lord, pleased with dedication, 
may reveal His Luminous Body of Bliss !





Preface

The present work undertakes a comparative and critical study of 
Shünyaváda, Vijñánaváda, Advaita Vedánta and Káshmíra Shaivism 
which are the four main systems of Advaitaváda or spiritual non
dualism or absolutism in Indian philosophy. It is based on my 
study of the original sources and on my lectures to the post
graduate classes in the Bañaras Hindu University and in the 
University of Jabalpur for more than three decades. On almost 
all fundamental points, I have either quoted from the original 
texts or referred to them, to enable the interested reader to 
compare the interpretations with the texts. In the exposition and 
evaluation of these systems, I have tried to be fair and impartial 
to them and to present many difficult and obscure points in as 
clear and correct a manner as I could. During the course of the 
treatment here, specially of Vijñánaváda and of Gaudapáda-káriká, 
some of the interpretations are my own and there are some points 
of importance which may be called new. As my approach has been 
comparative and critical, I have discussed in detail the points of 
similarity and of difference among these systems. It is hoped that 
this book will be found useful not only by the post-graduate students 
of Indian philosophy but by all those who are interested in 
Buddhism, Vedánta and Káshmíra Shaivism and who want a clear 
and accurate exposition of the development of the Advaita tra
dition in Indian philosophical thought.

In the chapters dealing with Maháyána Buddhism and Advaita 
Vedánta of my book A Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy, I have 
incorporated substantial material from my thesis on ‘Dialectic in 
Buddhism and Vedánta’ approved for the degree of Doctor of 
Philosophy by the University of Allahabad. A good amount of this 
material and some other relevant material from my thesis on ‘The 
Reign of Dialectic in Philosophy—Indian and Western’ approved 
for the degree of Doctor of Letters by the University of Allahabad 
have been incorporated in the present work.





A Note on Transliteration

I have made the following changes in the generally accepted 
method of transliteration:

71 = sha 
= cha 

15 = chha
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Introduction

Advaitavada which means spiritual non-dualism or absolutism has 
been the most logical and the most celebrated tradition in Indian 
philosophy. The Upanisads which are the concluding portion of 
the Veda as well as the cream of the Vedic philosophy are righdy 
regarded as the source of all Indian philosophy. Advaitavada is 
found well established in the Upanisads as their central teaching. 
Its seeds can be traced back in the early Vedic philosophy. For 
example, the Nasadlya-sukta of the Rgveda (X, 129) says:

‘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; not else beyond it 
lay.
Who knows, who ever told, from whence this vast creation 
rose?
No gods had then been bom—who then can e’er the truth 
declare?
Whence sprang this world, and whether framed by hand divine 
or no—
Its Lord in heaven alone can tell, if even he can show?1

In this hymn, we find the essence of advaitavada. Creation is 
here viewed as the spontaneous emanation of the ultimate Reality 
which is treated as the supra-sensible and non-dual Absolute (Tad 
Ekam—That One). All opposites like being and non-being, life 
and death, good and evil, light and darkness, gods and men, soul 
and nature are viewed as manifestations of the Absolute which is

1. Translation by j. Muir.



2 The Advaita Tradition in Indian Philosophy

immanent in the universe and yet transcends it. The Purusa-sukta 
of the Rgveda (X, 90) (found also in the Yajurveda) also emphasises 
the immanent and the transcendent nature of the Real, the 
Absolute Self (Purusa) by declaring that the Supreme Self is all 
that is, all that was and all that shall be, that it pervades the 
universe on all sides and yet it stands out beyond it.1 There are 
many Vedic mantras which declare the ultimate Reality as one, 
non-dual, immortal, blissful and self-shining which is at once tran
scendent and immanent.2

It is in the Upanisads that we find advaitavada well established. 
Acharya Shankara has logically proved that advaitavada is the 
central teaching of the Upanisads. In spite of the attempts of non- 
advaita teachers of Vedanta, who came after Acharya Shankara, 
to foist their respective views on the Upanisads, advaitavada shines 
forth as their fundamental teaching and is too strong to be missed 
or misinterpreted without the obvious straining of language. 
Advaita accommodates the other interpretations from the phe
nomenal standpoint, but those who deny advaita cannot reconcile 
the phenomenal with the transcendent and fail to realise the true 
nature of the Upanisadic philosophy. The Upanisads repeatedly 
emphasise advaita which reveals the transcendent non-dual nature 
of the Real, called Brahma and identified with Atinay insisting at 
the same time on its immanence in the phenomenal world of 
subject-object duality which is only its appearance through its 
indescribable power avidyd or mdyd. The Upanisadic sage 
Yajnavalkya who explains the immanent and the transcendent 
nature of Brahma and says that these are the two poises of the 
same Brahma which is non-dual Atina—the self-shining and self
proved foundational Self, and who employs the negative dialectic 
(neti neti) shines forth as the first exponent of advaitavada in the 
world.

Buddha knows and accepts this Upanisadic advaitavada and 
preaches it in the light of his own experience. His anatmavada 
is the denial only of the false notion of the T  and the ‘mine’ 
(nirahahkara-nirmama-vada) which Vedanta also accepts. Buddha 
does not expressly identify the Absolute with the pure Self, though 
this implication is clearly there, for if the non-self (andtma) is

1. Rgveda, X, 90, 1-3.
2. Rgveda, 1, 22, 21; 1, 164, 46; III, 55; I, 89, 10; X, 190, 1; X, 121, 1; X, 90, 18;

Atharvavcda, X, 8, 44; XI, 9, 1.
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perishable (anitya) and miserable (duhkha) that which is eternal 
and supreme bliss must be the true Self. Buddha identifies the 
Absolute with Nirvana and uses the same or similar epithets for 
it which the Upanisads use for Brahma or Atmd which is identified 
with Mohsa (Brahmabhavo hi Mok$ah). The Upanisadic seers and 
Buddha both believe that the Absolute is at once transcendent to 
thought and immanent in phenomena. Both take Avidya, the 
beginningless cosmic Ignorance as the root-cause of phenomenal 
existence and suffering. Both believe that thought is fraught with 
inherent contradictions and cannot reveal the Real which can be 
realised only through immediate spiritual experience. Both pre
fer the negative dialectic for indirecdy pointing to the inexpress
ible Real. For both silence is the language of the Real.

The Hmayana schools missed Buddha’s advaitavada and elabo
rated a metaphysics of radical pluralism. The inner contradictions 
in their metaphysics led to the rise of the Mahayana schools of 
Madhyamika and Vijnanavada.

The Madhyamika is the most faithful representative of Buddha. 
All the important aspects of Buddha’s advaitavada indicated above 
have been faithfully and systematically developed by the 
Madhyamika in his philosophy. Like Buddha, he emphasises that 
the Absolute is transcendent to thought and can be realised only 
by immediate non-dual supra-relational experience called Bodhi 
or Prajna-paramita and identified with Nirvana. All views (drsti) 
and theories (anta) are merely thought-constructions (vikalpa, 
kalpana) which falsify the Real instead of revealing it. All catego
ries (koti) of thought are beset with the inherent contradictions 
and give rise to the phenomenal, dependent, relative which turns 
out to be indescribable either as real or as unreal and therefore 
treated as false. The sharp negative dialectic of the Madhyamika, 
like Nagaijuna and Chandrakirti, with its reductio ad absurdum 
method (prasahgapadana) demolishes all the phenomena as self
contradictory, relative and false. The Madhyamika, following the 
spirit of Buddha and consistent with his negative logic has re
frained, even at the risk of being misunderstood as a nihilist, from 
indulging in constructive metaphysics which he regards as falsi
fication of the Real. His aim is to show the futility of thought and 
thus direct the aspirant towards spiritual discipline which helps 
in the realisation of the Absolute.

Earlier Vijnanavada school of Asariga, Vasubandu and Sthiramati
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represents another formulation of advaitavada. It wishes to 
synthesise the Madhyamika absolutism with Sautrantika pluralism 
which is an impossible task. The total rejection of speculative 
metaphysics by the Madhyamika appeared to it as an unwarranted 
extreme and it returned to constructive metaphysics with full 
acceptance of absolutism from the ultimate standpoint. ‘Shunyata’ 
is not ‘absolute negation*, but ‘negation of subject-object-duality’ 
in Vijnana which is the only reality. But Vijnanavada revives the 
Hlnayana interpretation of pratltyasamutpada as the theory of 
causation governing the momentary real, though its application 
is restricted to the flow of momentary vijnanas only, as vijnana 
(whether pure or impure) is treated as the only reality. The ‘object’, 
which includes physical objects, mental states and individual subjects 
which constitute our entire empirical world, is rejected as utterly 
unreal like the ‘sky-flower*. Vijnanavada upholds not only onto
logical, but also epistemic idealism. It separates the ‘content* from 
the ‘form* of consciousness, rejecting the objective ‘content’ as 
absolutely unreal (parikalpita) and retaining the ‘form’ as rela
tively real (paratantra) . It thus rejects all our normal worldly 
experience as utterly unreal. Acharya Shankara’s refutation of the 
epistemic idealism of Vijnanavada Buddhism and in the West Kant’s 
refutation of subjective idealism have become classic.

In spite of these, the earlier Vijnanavada Firmly clings to 
advaitavada from the ultimate standpoint. The Absolute Vijnana 
(Parinispanna) when it is infected with Transcendental Illusion 
(Avidyd or Mula Vasand) engendering subject-object duality, it 
appears as conditioned by causation (paratantra) or as creative will 
undergoing modification and then the causal wheel, in which 
vijnanas and vasanas (which force vijnanas to assume various forms) 
go on determining one another, revolves in full swing. Thus the 
creadvity of consciousness, the wheel of causation, momentary 
vijnanas, vasanas or karmic impressions and projection of ‘forms’ 
are all due to Avidya or Transcendental Illusion. In itself the 
Absolute is Vijnaptimatrata or pure, eternal, non-dual conscious
ness which is beyond senses, thought and speech. It is indetermi
nate and transcendent knowledge (niruikalpam lokottaram jhdnam) . 
It is ever-free from the subject-object duality (graha-dvaya-shunyata). 
It is the reality (dharmatd) of the phenomena (dharmas). Hence 
it is called Dharma-dhatu, the ultimate reality of all phenomena. 
It is Tathata, for it is eternal and always remains the same. It is
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self-shining (svaprakdsha) and self-proved (svayamsiddha). It is pure 
bliss (sukha), because it is eternal (nitya), for that which is mo
mentary is the miserable (yad anityam tad duhkham). It is absolute 
purity (anasrava). It is absolute freedom (vimukti or nirvana). This 
non-dual vijnana is realised in the immediate spiritual experience. 
When in the indeterminate (nirvikalpaka) samddhi, the notion of 
objectivity is rooted out from consciousness, the subject glides 
away in it, and with the eradication of subject-object duality, Avidya 
vanishes and the non-dual Vijnana shines in its pristine purity.

The later Vijnanavada school of Diiinaga, Dharmaklrti and 
Shantaraksita, which we call Svatantra-Vijnanavadav kicks out ab
solutism, universalises momentariness, treats causation as real and 
takes the fleeting momentary vijhanas as the only reality. The flow 
of vijnana-moments defiled by avidya is samsdra or bondage; the 
flow of pure vijnana-moments freed from avidya or subject-object- 
duality is nirvana.

Acharya Gaudapada's Karika on the Mandukya-Upanisad is the 
First systematic treatise on Advaita Vedanta which is available to 
us. He is the grand teacher of Sharikaracharya. His Karika is 
treated as the quintessence of the Upanisadic philosophy and 
firmly establishes advaitavada on the authority of the Shruti or the 
scripture (the Upani§ads) and also on the strength of rational 
arguments. His ajativada means atmavada as well as mayavada. 
The non-dual Self is eternal, unborn and unchanging. The em
pirical world too is not a real creation but an appearance. Worldly 
objects like objects in illusion and dream are false, because they 
are indescribable either as real or unreal, yet they stand on a 
higher level, because they are sublated only by the realisation of 
the Absolute. The Absolute through its beginningless and indes
cribable power called mayd or avidya appears as the empirical 
world of individual subjects and objects. Just as ‘space in a jar* 
is non-different from the universal space, similarly the individual 
self is non-different from the Supreme Self and its finitude, limi
tation and plurality are due to the adjuncts of mayd. The Absolute 
is also the reality of the objective world. The Absolute is the self- 
shining and self-proved Self, the foundation of all experience. 
The Real is transcendent to senses, thought and language and can 
be directly realised through immediate experience which shines 
in nirvikalpa samddhi which Acharya Gaudapada calls asparsha-yoga. 
In the last fourth chapter of the Karika, the Acharya compares
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his Advaita Vedanta with the Mádhyamika and the Vijñánaváda 
absolutism and proves the soundness of Vedanta on both.

The credit of establishing Advaita Vedanta as a full-fledged and 
sound philosophical system goes to Áchárya Shañkara with whose 
name it is associated and known as Shañkara Vedanta. He is the 
grand disciple of Áchárya Gaudapáda and undoubtedly is one of 
the greatest philosophers of the world and a realised saint. His 
contribution to Indian philosophy and to Vedic religion and 
culture is unparalleled.

Áchárya Shañkara proves that the systems of pluralistic realism 
do not represent the philosophy of the Veda, although some pay 
homage to the Vedic authority. He reverses the Mímámsá inter
pretation of the Veda which says that action is the primary import 
of the Vedic texts by showing that the aim of the Veda is to reveal 
the Real and therefore those texts (mainly the Upani?ads) which 
deal with knowledge of Reality are primary. He proves, beyond 
doubt, on the basis of copious quotations from the texts and also 
by arguments that advaita is the central philosophy of the 
Upanisads, that the creation-texts speak of empirical difference 
only, and that the views which accept ultimate difference are not 
only inconsistent with the Upani$adic texts but are also illogical 
and self-contradictory.

He begins his celebrated Brahma-sütra-bhásya with an acute 
analysis of illusion (adhyasa), empirical as well as transcendental. 
All empirical experience involves two factors, the subjective or the 
transcendental T  which is the pure consciousness and the objec
tive which is the ‘this’, the ‘non-I’ given as an ‘other* and known 
as an object by the subject, which are opposed like light and 
darkness. That power which appears to perform the logically im
possible feat of relating these two incompatibles is called adhyasa, 
avidyá or maya, the beginningless transcendental Illusion which 
is the mother of this phenomenal world of subjects and objects, 
giving rise to the notion of the ‘I* and the ‘mine’ leading to the 
cycle of birth and death, unless it is rooted out by the immediate 
realisation of the non-dual Self. Illusion is the misapprehension 
of something (e.g., rope or shell) as something else (e.g., snake 
or silver) and is due to the superimposition of the unreal (not- 
given) on the real (given). The illusory object cannot be 
characterised either as ‘real’, for it is cancelled by the right 
knowledge, or as ‘unreal*, for it appears as ‘real* during the il
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lusion, and so it is treated as false (mithyd). The utterly unreal 
(tuchchha) like the sky-flower cannot even appear. The illusory 
(pratibhdsd) is cancelled by the empirical (vyavahara), but the latter 
can be cancelled only by the realisation of the transcendental real 
(paramartha). Negadon is always a cancellation of illusion as only 
the illusory can be negated. The real can never be negated. 
Negadon is the conscious denial of the apparent reality of a thing 
mistaken as real. The Real can be realised only by negadon of 
its imposed character. And negation of negation does not rein
state the object negated, but the ground on which negadon rests.

The Absolute is Brahma or Atma, the foundational Self which 
is self-proved, self-shining and eternal bliss. As immanent it is the 
reality of the individual subjects and the objective world. As tran
scendent it cannot be known by thought as an ‘object’, but can 
be realised through immediate experience.

Avidya works with bheda or difference, the basic difference being 
the subject-object duality. The trinity of knower, known and 
knowledge is the projecdon of reladonal thought. In fact, the 
‘knower* is not the individual jiva, but the non-dual Self, saksi, 
Atma or Brahma which appears as jiva; the ‘known* is not the 
object, external or internal, but Brahma itself which is the reality 
of the objecdve world; and knowledge is not reladonal knowledge 
generated by thought-categories, but eternal non-dual conscious
ness. This empirical trinity is transcended in the Absolute which 
is at once pure Subject, pure Object and pure Knowledge. There 
is absolute identity between jiva and Brahma (Tat tuam asi; That 
thou art). When the verbal knowledge of this idendty culminates 
in immediate experience (aparoksdnubhuti), moksa is realised here 
and now (jivan-mukti). There is no temporal sequence involved 
in the removal of avidya and the Brahma-realisation; Avidyd-nivrtti, 
Brahma-bhava and Moksa are one and the same.

Acharya Shahkara has criticised the schools of realisdc plural
ism, Vaishesika, Nyaya, Sarikhya, Mimamsa and Jainism. His de
tailed criticism of the Buddhist theory of Universal Momentari
ness and of the epistemic idealism of Vijnanavada is classic. He 
is also opposed to Brahma^parindma-vada (prevalent before him) 
for creation is only an appearance and there can be no modifi
cation of the Real. He makes it clear that he has criticised other 
views not for any interest in discussion and criticism, but for the 
sole purpose of helping the aspirants for Moksa to enable them
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to reject false views hindering the true path leading to Bliss. The 
self-awareness of thought of its own limitation should lead to a 
firm conviction in the truth of Advaita Vedanta and finally to its 
realisation through the spiritual discipline.

Mandana Mishra, the author of Brahma-siddhi and a contem
porary of Shahkaracharya is a self-confident teacher of Advaita 
Vedanta, who does not refer to Shankara as his teacher and who 
passes from Mimamsa to Vedanta. We cannot say with certainty 
whether he is identical with or different from Sureshvara, the 
disciple of Shankara.

Among the most eminent post-Shankara teachers of Advaita 
Vedanta are Padmapada and Sureshvara, the two direct disciples 
of Shahkaracharya, Vachaspati Mishra, Sarvajnatma-muni, 
Vimuktatma, Anandabodha, Shrihar§a, Prakashatma-yati, 
Chitsukhacharya, Vidyaranya-svamI, Anandagiri, Prakashananda, 
Madhusudana SarasvatT and Nrsimhashrama Sarasvati.

These Advaitins have produced enormously rich and valuable 
philosophical literature in the form of commentaries, sub-com
mentaries and original treadses. They have elaborated in minute 
details the conception of mdya or avidyd and the falsity of the 
world medculously; they have thrown ample light on the concepts 
of Atmd, Brahma, Sdksi, ishvara and jiva\ they have put forward 
different theories regarding the relation between ishvara and jiva; 
and they have clarified the nature of Moksa, jivan-mukti, means to 
Moksa and the spiritual discipline. They have successfully answered 
the charges against mdya and advaita levelled among others by 
Ramanuja and his follower Venkatanatha, and by Jayatirtha and 
Vyasatlrtha of the Madhva school. And with very great dialectic 
skill, they have attacked the position of the opponents by demol
ishing the notion of difference and the ultimate reality of the 
phenomenal world. Shrlharsa, Chitsukha and Madhusudana 
Sarasvati are among the greatest dialecticians of the world. 
Shriharsa and Chitsukha show the utter dialectical hollowness of 
the categories and concepts of thought. They also refute the various 
definitions of prama (right cognition) and pramanas given by 
Nyaya and Mimamsa. They also refute difference and the ultimate 
reality of the world. The controversy between Vyasatlrtha, the 
follower of Madhva and the au thor of Nyayamrta, and 
Madhusudana Sarasvati, the author of Advaita-siddhi has been 
classic. Madhusudana has successfully defended the concept of
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the falsity of the world and advaita against the terrible attacks of 
Vyásatlrtha and has counter-attacked and demolished the dvaita 
position by refuting the notion of difference.

Another important system of advaita is Kashmlra Shaivism also 
known as Pratyabhijñá-darshana and íshvarádvaita. It claims to be 
based on the Shaiva Agamas or Tantra. Vasugupta, Sománanda, 
Utpaladeva, Abhinavagupta and Ksemaraja are among the most 
eminent writers of this system which has a voluminous literature.

Kashmlra Shaivism, like Advaita Vedanta, maintains that the 
Absolute Self (Ishvara or Shiva) is the only reality and is infinite, 
indeterminate and pure consciousness, which is self-shining and 
self-proved. As transcendent (vishvottirna) he is beyond senses, 
thought and language, and as immanent (vishvatmaka) he is one 
with the universe manifested by him. But unlike Vedanta this 
system maintains that Shiva as the Absolute, projects the universe 
by himself, on himself and within himself. The universe is neither 
parinama or modification nor vivarta or unreal appearance. It is 
his ábhása in the sense of real manifestation. The key-principle 
of this system is the perfect union (samarasya) of Shiva and Shakti, 
prakasha (pure consciousness) and vimarsha (self-consciousness or 
will), chit (knowledge) and kriyá (spontaneous activity), and sub
ject and object. For Kashmlra Shaivism, ‘advaita* is not ‘denial of 
duality* but ‘complete union of the two’ (samarasyam ubhayoh) in 
which the two are distinguishable in thought, but indivisible in 
fact. It is strongly opposed to the Advaita Vedanta conception of 
the Absolute which it calls inactive and lifeless and to mayflvada 
which reduces the world to an illusory show of unconscious maya,, 
For Kashmlra Shaivism, maya is the power of obscuration and 
generates externality, finitude, limitation and difference. It also 
believes in beginningless innate Ignorance which it calls ‘paurusa- 
ajñána* which conceals the nature of the self and leads to its 
supposed finitude and imperfection and is the cause of bondage, 
and its removal by paurusa-jñána or immediate spiritual intuition 
leading to pratyabhijñá or recognition by the self of its own nature 
as Supreme Self (Shiva) is freedom or Moksa, which is obtained 
here and now (jivan-mukli). On analysis pratyabhijñá turns out to 
be the immediate realisatibn (aparoksánubhüti) in Vedanta.

We thus find that there are four main systems of advaitavádá 
in Indian philosophy, namely, the Mádhyamika, Vijñánaváda, 
Advaita Vedanta and Kashmlra Shaivism. Of these, the Advaita
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Vedanta in its initial form as the central philosophy of the Upanisads 
is the earliest. It has influenced Buddha and through him the 
Madhyamika and Vijnanavada absolutism. The development of 
the dialectic as criticism of relational thought and the elucidation 
of ajativada in the Madhyamika system, and the trenchant critic
ism of realism in Vijnanavada have, in turn, influenced Advaita 
Vedanta as developed by Acharya Gaudapada and Sharikara. 
Kashmlra Shaivism is influenced by Advaita Vedanta and 
Vijnanavada.

Sometimes a distinction is made between ‘advaya-vada’ and 
‘advaita-vada*. Advaya literally means ‘non-two* and advaita means 
‘non-dual’; the former approach is said to be epistemic and the 
latter ontological. May be; but there is no substantial difference 
between the two and both point to the same non-dual Real. The 
denial of the ‘two’, i.e., two extreme views and with it all tfews, 
or the two basic categories of thought, ‘is* and ‘is not*, ‘real’ and 
‘unreal’, or the subject and the object in subject-object duality 
however reveals reality as non-relational, non-dual and 
differenceless.

These four systems of advaitavada share some common features 
which are essential for absolutism. But they also differ among 
themselves due to the mode of their approach, as in the Absolute 
itself, evidently, there can be no difference. Some of these differ
ences are only a matter of emphasis. But some of the differences 
which pertain to the nature of the Absolute and of the manifested 
world are substantial and real. The essential features shared in 
common by these four advaita systems are:

1. Advaitavada is always spiritual non-dualism or absoludsm.
2. The Absolute is at once transcendent to and immanent in the 

manifested world.
3. As transcendent, the Absolute is indeterminate (niruishesa). It 

is beyond senses (atindriya), thought (niruikalpa) and language 
{anirvachaniya). It is pure consciousness and bliss.

4. As immanent, the Absolute is the reality of the manifested 
world of individual subjects and objects. It is infinite, all- 
pervasive and all-inclusive.

5. The Absolute cannot be known as an ‘object* by relational 
thought. But as the foundation of all empirical knowledge 
and experience, it shines forth as the eternal non-dual Self, 
self-proved and self-shining. It can be realised in non-rela
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tional im m ediate spiritual experience (called bodhi, 
prajndpdramita, lokottara jnana, vijnaptimdtrata, aparoksanubhuti, 
paurusa-jndna, pratyabhijnd).

6. Absolutism makes a distinction between reality (paramartha) 
and appearance (vyavahara, samvrti, ajhdna).

7. The Absolute appears as or projects this world through its 
own power (shakti) which is beginningless, transcendental and 
inseparable from it.

8. Avidyd or transcendental Illusion generates the notions of 
externality, difference, limitation and finitude. It can be re
moved only by the immediate realisation of the Absolute.

9. The Absolute is not proved by positive arguments. The 
advaitins negate the illusion of duality and the Absolute shines 
as the ground-reality.

10. Mok$a or Nirvana is absolute freedom which is complete 
identity with the Absolute. It is the realisation of one’s own 
true nature through supra-relational knowledge or immediate 
experience.

11. Intense spiritual discipline is prescribed as a help towards this 
realisation.

Some of the important differences among these four advaita
systems may also be noted. These are:

1. The Madhyamika and Advaita Vedanta believe that the 
Absolute appears as the phenomenal world through its own 
power Avidyd which is transcendental Illusion. Creation, 
therefore, is a false show of Avidyd. Vijnanavada agrees in 
believing that the Absolute Vijhana which is pure eternal 
consciousness, due to its false association with transcendental 
Ignorance (Avidya) which consists in the transcendental Illusion 
of Objectivity, leading to subject-object duality appears as 
creadve Will and projects the phenomenal world which consists 
of vijnanas and v as anas which force vijnanas to assume the 
‘forms* of objects. Kashmira Shaivism, on the other hand, 
believes that the Absolute Self which is pure consciousness 
(prakdsha) is at once self-conscious Will (vimarsha) and this 
inseparable Consciousness-Force (chit-shakti) is the 
spontaneous activity (kriya), the absolute freedom and joy of 
the Real through which the Absolute projects the world which 
is real manifestation (dbhasa) and not an illusory show of
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unconscious Avidyá on an inactive ground.
2. The Mádhyamika, Vijňánaváda and Advaita Vedanta believe 

that in the non-dual Absolute the subject-object duality is 
totally negated. Káshmlra Shaivism, on the other hand, be
lieves that the Absolute is the complete union of the subject 
and the object (ekarasyamubhayoh) and true ‘advaita* is not the 
utter denial of duality but denial only of the illusory sense of 
duality (bheda-pratlti) and the realisation of complete union 
with the Absolute.

3. The Mádhyamika and Advaita Vedanta believe that Avidyá 
works with subject-object duality and gives rise to the 
categorising function of thought which instead of revealing 
the Real distorts it. Both employ dialectic as the criticism of 
relational thought which reveals its inherent self-contradictory 
nature and its inability to grasp the unrelated ReaíT The 
distinction between Reality (paramdrtha) and Appearance 
(samvrti, vyavahdra) is maintained. Appearances are graded 
into empirical (mithyá samvrti, pratibhdsa) and transcendental 
(loka samvrti, vyavahdra). Vijňánaváda, however, makes the 
distinction between the Reál as it is (parinispanna) and as it 
appears conditioned through Avidyá (paratantra). It rejects 
the world of subject-object duality as utterly unreal like the 
sky-flower (parikalpita). It maintains ontological as well as 
epistemic idealism. The Mádhyamika and Advaita Vedánta 
maintain only ontological idealism and vehemently reject 
Vijňánaváda’s epistemic idealism as unwarranted and illogical.

4. The Absolute is reached through negation. The Mádhyamika 
negates views (drfti), theories (anta) and thought-construc- 
tions (vikalpa, kalpand). Vijňánaváda negates objectivity 
(visayatd). Advaita Vedánta negates difference (bheda). 
Káshmlra Shaivism negates the illusory sense of duality (bheda- 
pratiti).

The Mádhyamika, Vijňánaváda, Advaita Vedánta and Káshmlra 
Shaivism, these four main systems of advaitaváda in Indian phi
losophy form the subject-matter of our study. We are presenting 
in this work a detailed and comparative exposition of these sys
tems along with their evaluation.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Philosophy of Buddha

I. INTRODUCTION

Gautama, the Buddha was bom in Lumbini forest in the 7th or 
6th century B.C. According to tradition, he renounced the house
hold life at the age of 29 and after six years of rigorous spiritual 
discipline found enlightenment, and then preached the truth he 
had discovered for about 45 years, wandering from place to place 
in the ancient kingdoms of Magadha (Bihar) and Kosala (Avadh) 
till he attained Nirvana at the ripe old age of over 80 years in 
Kushmagar (Kasaya, Dist. Devaria, U.P.) in 544 B .C ., according to 
Buddhist tradition and near about 486 B.C. according to some 
scholars. He preached orally and has not left anything in writing.

Buddhism flourished in India for about fifteen centuries and 
was divided into many schools and sub-schools, sects and sub-sects. 
Realism, empiricism, pragmatism, idealism, subjectivism and ab
solutism are all found in Buddhism itself. Prof. M. Hiriyanna is 
right in saying that “we have, so to speak, philosophy repeated 
twice over in India—once in the several Hindu systems and again 
in the different schools of Buddhism.”1

Buddhist liistorians like Bu-ston (1290-1364) and Taranatha 
(1574-1608) speak of the ‘Three Swingings of the Wheel of 
Dharma* (dharma-chakra-pravartana) which metaphor means that 
there were three main turning-points in the history of Buddhism2. 
These are:

1. The earlier phase of pluralistic realism comprising Theravada,

1. Outlines of Indian Philosophy, p. 198
2. Bu-ston s History of Buddhism (Tr. by Dr. Obermiller) Vol. II, pp. 52-4. Also, 

Stcherbatsky : Buddhist Logic, Vol. I, pp. 3-14.
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Sarvastivada (Vaibhdsika) and Sautrantika schools ofHinayana.
2. The middle phase of absolutism was represented by Shunyavada 

or Madhyamika school of Nagaijuna and Aiyadeva.
3. The last phase of idealism comprising the Absolute idealism 

of Vijnanavada or Yogachara school of Maitreya, Asanga, 
Vasubandhu and Sthiramati and the subjective idealism of the 
later Svatantra-Vijnanavada or Sautrantika-Yogachara school 
of Dinnaga, Dharmakirti, Shantarak§ita and Kamalashlla.

Inspite of the fact that Buddha himself left nothing in writing 
and that Buddhism is divided into a bewildering number of schools 
and sub-schools, it is possible to glean the basic philosophical 
teachings of Buddha and to see their interpretation in the Bud
dhist systems. We list some points below which will be helpful in 
understanding the treatment of the subject presented here:

1. The Tipi taka canon of Theravada was compiled by the Third 
Buddhist Council (Sahgiti) under the presidentship of Tissa 
(Tisya)f summoned by King Ashoka at Pataliputra near about 
249 B.C. It was taken to Simhala (Sri Lanka) by King Ashoka’s 
son (or younger brother) Mahendra in the third century b .c . 

and was, later on, recorded in writing during the regime of 
the Simhala king Vattagamani Abhaya in the first century B.C. 

This Pali canon is the oldest record of Buddha’s teachings 
available to us.

2. The fundamental teachings of Buddha can be gleaned from 
the Vinaya and the Sutta Pitakas and the Buddhist schools 
grow out of them.

3. The Abhidhamma treatises of the Pali canon though called 
‘the word of Buddha’ (Buddha-vachana) are really the 
Theravada interpretation that misses the deeper truth in 
Buddha’s teachings. The Abhidharma works of the Sarvastivada 
canon in Sanskrit though attributed to different authors, are 
no better.

4. Buddha is a non-dualist whose central teaching is spiritual 
absolutism taken from the Upanisads, which is not incompat
ible with epistemic realism. Buddha, like the Upanisads, insists 
on the direct realisation of the Absolute which he calls 'Nirvana' 
and prescribes an elaborate spiritual discipline for its 
realisation.

5. Buddha is inspired by and has great respect for the Vedic and
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the Upanisadic seers whom he calls ‘the true knowers of the 
Veda and the Vedanta (Vedagu; Skt. Vedajna and Vedantagu; 
Skt. Vedântajna)’. He was opposed to the karma-kanda of the 
Veda. The Upanisads and the Gïtà also voice this opposition.1 
Buddha calls himself ‘a critical analyst* (vibhajja-vàdï; vibhajya- 
vàdï in Sanskrit) opposed to all dogmatism (ekamsarvàdo\ Skt. 
ekàmsha-vàda)2. He admits that the Upanisadic seers had 
realised the non-dual Absolute which he himself has realised. 
But he emphasised his own realisation and preached to his 
disciples the spiritual path by which he had realised the 
Absolute, the Nirvana. The Upanisadic seers identified the 
Absolute with the Pure Self (Àtmà) and realised it by 
universalisation of the ground-reality of the T; Buddha took 
the word àtmà in the sense of the finite relational self, the 
projection of avidyâ, and identified the Absolute with Nirvana 
and realised it by annihilation of the finite T(anâtma). Inspite 
of the difference in the paths, the goal realised is the same, 
the non-dual Absolute. The Vedanta also condemns the finite 
jlva, the locus of the notion of ‘I* and the ‘mine’, as projec
tion of avidyâ and Buddha admits the reality of the non-dual 
Absolute as Nirvàna, though he does not use the word Àtmà 
for it. Hence the view that Buddha founded a new metaphys
ics of anàtma-vàda in direct opposition to the atma-vàda tra
dition of the Upanisads is extremely misleading. We shall 
discuss it in detail later on.5

6. The ‘silëfice* of Buddha on the fourteen metaphysical ques
tions does not indicate his ignorance of metaphysics or his 
agnosticism or his nihilism. It indicates his absolutism by re
vealing that contradictions are inherent in thought and can 
be solved only by rising to immediate spiritual experience4. 
Nothing can be farther from the truth than to jump from 
Buddha’s ‘silence* to the conclusion that he was innocent of 
metaphysics, had no reasoned conviction and taught only 
morality and yoga. He was a metaphysician of a very high 
order, though constructive metaphysics for him is fraught

1. Chhàndogya Upanifad, 1-12-4,5; Gità, II, 42-6.
2. Majjhima Nikàya, Subha Sutta, Vol. II p. 197 (PTS cd. ) and Vol. II, p. 469 

(Nalanda cd.).
3. See infra, pp. 25-36.
4. See infra, pp. 20-25.
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with self-contradictions and has to be transcended in imme
diate spiritual experience. Morality and yoga constitute the 
necessary spiritual discipline for the realisation of the Real.

7. The basic philosophical doctrines of Buddha are found in all 
schools of Buddhism, though in varying degrees and with 
diverse interpretations.

8. The deeper truth in Buddha’s teachings finds its development 
in the school of Shunyaváda and to some extent in earlier 
Vijňánaváda.

9. The later school of Vijňánaváda which we have designated as 
S va tan tra-V ij ň án a vád a and which is also called as Sautrántika- 
Yogachára is the logical school of Diňnága, Dharmaklrti and 
Shántaraksita. It dilutes the absolute idealism of the earlier 
school of Asaňga and Vasubandhu with the cridcal realism of 
the Sautrántika and has degenerated into subjecuvism. It has, 
like Hínayána, deviated from the real teaching of Buddha.

10. The fundamental philosophical ideas in Maháyána can be 
traced in Hínayána and the former arose as a logical necessity 
to remove the inner contradictions of the latter.

H. PRATÍTYASAMUTPÁDA

Buddha summarises his teaching in the four noble truths (árya- 
satya) which are suffering (duhkha), its cause (samudaya), its ces
sation (nirodha) and the way leading to its cessation (nirodha- 
pratipat or marga). Sometimes including the second in the first 
and the fourth in the third, he declared: Two things only do I 
teach—suffering and its cessation. Suffering is samsara and its 
cessation is nirvana. This central teaching of Buddha is called 
pratitya-samutpáda. From the relative standpoint of thought it is 
the twelve-linked wheel of relative causation and from the abso
lute standpoint it is the blissful nirvana itself where all pain and 
plurality cease. Buddha identifies it with bodhi (enlightenment) 
and dhamma, Skt. dharma (the true doctrine). Nagáijuna salutes 
Buddha as the best of the teachers, the teacher of the blissful 
pratltya-samutpáda.1 Shántaraksita also does the same.2

The twelve links of the causal wheel of pratítya-samutpáda are:
(1) Beginningless and cosmic Ignorance (avidya)t (2) impressions

1. Mädhyamika-Kärikä, opening verses.
2. Tattva-sangraha, I, 6.
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of karmic forces (sarhskara), (3) individual consciousness (vijnana) 
(4) psycho-physical organism (ndma^rupa), (5) six sense- organs 
including manas (saddyatana), (6) sense-object-contact (sparsha), 
(7) sensation (vedana) , (8) desire for sense-enjoyment (tr§na) (9) 
clinging to sense enjoyment (upadana), (10) will to be born for 
experiencing sense-enjoyment (bhava), (11) birth including rebirth 
(jdti),and 02) disintegration and death (jard^marana). This viscious 
cycle of causation, in which each preceeding link is the cause of 
the succeeding one, does not end with death which is only the 
beginning of a new birth. In this way this beginningless cycle of 
birth-and-death (samsara) goes on revolving till its root-cause avidyd 
is destroyed. As avidyd is transcendental Ignorance it can be 
removed only by transcendental knowledge or non-dual spiritual 
experience (bodhi or prajna).

When the Absolute appears as tinged with avidya the cycle of 
causation starts. Pure consciousness appears through avidya as 
cosmic Will containing all potential forces (vasana) or impressions 
(samskdra) of karma which are the seeds of the phenomenal world. 
Through axridydand karma-samskaras the process of individualisadon 
and objectification starts and pure consciousness appears as 
individualised consciousness (vijnana), which, then, gets clothed 
with a psycho-physical organism (nama-rupa). It, then, develops 
six sense-organs (saddyatana), the five senses of smell, taste, sight, 
touch and sound and the sixth internal organ called manas, 
which are treated as powers (shakti-rupa). The senses come into 
contact (sparsha) with their objects. The sense-object contact leads 
to sense experience (vedana), which in turn produces a desire 
(trsna) to experience pleasant sensations again and again. This 
desire leads to a firm clinging (upadana) to sense-experience. 
This clinging engenders the will to be bom again and again to 
undergo sense-experience. This will to be bom (bhava) drags 
down the individual consciousness to take birth and rebirth (jati). 
And when there is birth, decay and death (jara-marana) must 
follow. Jard or old age here means decay or disintegration and 
jara-marana is a symbolic expression for the misery of phenomenal 
existence. And death is only the beginning of a new life. The cycle 
of birth and death goes on till its root-cause avidyd is destroyed. 
And transcendental avidyd can be removed only by non-dual 
spiritual experience (bodhi) which transcends the categories of 
thought. Of the four categories of thought, affirmation, negation,
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both and neither, the first two are primary in nature. Buddha 
teaches us to rise above these categories of affirmation and 
negation, existence and non-existence, etemalism and nihilism. 
All objects of thought are pratitya-samutpanna for they arise 
depending on their causes and conditions and have only relative 
existence, not real existence. They are neither real nor unreal. 
Relative causation rules out both eternalism (shashvata-vada) and 
nihilism (uchchheda-vada). Pratitya-samutpada is madhyamapratipat 
(middle path). But as relativity itself is not final, for it is related 
to the Absolute, pratitya-samutpada itself, viewed through vidya, 
is the blissful Absolute where all misery and plurality is merged. 
Madhyama pratipat, therefore, is not a middle view between two 
extreme views, but the denial of all views which itself is not a view; 
the wise person does not stop at the middle but transcends the 
middle also.1 Everything in the world, the subject as well as the 
object, is relative (pratitya-samutpanna), perishable (anitya), 
miserable (duhkha) and devoid of ultimate reality (anatma or 
svabhava-shunya) . Nirvana alone is the Absolute, the imperishable, 
the blissful, the supreme Real.

m . BUDDHA’S SILENCE ON THE AVYAKRTA

When metaphysical questions about matter, soul and God 
(Tathagata or Perfect Being) were put to Buddha, he answered 
them by silence. These fourteen questions were declared un
answerable or inexpressible (avyakata, Skt. avydkrta) by Buddha. 
His silence on these questions has been variously interpreted. 
Some say that Buddha kept silent because he did not know the 
answer. He was ignorant of or adeast uninterested in metaphysics. 
He was a pracdcal person emphasising morality and yoga. Buddha 
compares a metaphysician to that foolish man whose heart is 
pierced by a poisonous arrow and who, instead of taking it out, 
whiles away his time on idle speculation about the origin, size, 
metal, maker and thrower of that arrow; the man would die before 
he got sadsfactory answers to such questions.2 He who searches 
after metaphysical entities like an eternal soul is compared by 
Buddha to that foolish lover who says he has fallen in love with 
the most beautiful damsel in the State whom he has never seen

1. maddhe’pi sthänarp na karoti panditah. Samâdhirâjasütra, p.30.
2. Majjhima Nikäya, I, 63 (Chula Màlunkya Sutta)
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and about whose existence, residence, caste, size, colour, age and 
beauty he knows nothing.1 This interpretation of Buddha’s silence 
is wrong, as Buddha was himself a metaphysician of a very high 
order. He has told at many places that he knows these metaphysical 
views under discussion and knows much more, but he does not 
advocate them because they are not conducive to spiritual life and 
do not lead to knowledge, illumination, peace, nirvana? His con
demnation of metaphysics was from a higher standpoint of spiri
tual experience.

Another interpretation of Buddha’s silence is that he was an 
agnostic and reality for him was unknown and unknowable, and 
that he had no ‘reasoned conviction on the matter’. This is also 
wrong. There is no note of doubt, despair and agnosticism in his 
teachings. He claimed in absolutely clear and unambiguous terms 
to have realised the truth and engaged himself in guiding his 
disciples towards this realisation. Thought cannot know the Real, 
but the Real thereby does not become unknowable, for it can be 
realised through non-dual spiritual experience which transcends 
thought. This is absolutism and not agnosticism.

Still another interpretation of his silence is nihilistic. His silence 
is taken as the negation of all metaphysical entities like matter, 
soul and God. He did not believe in any positive reality and 
therefore kept quiet. This interpretation too is incorrect. Buddha 
was as much opposed to nihilism as he was to eternalism. He has 
declared in most emphatic and positive terms and at many places 
the reality of Nirvana, the eternal and blissful Absolute. No 
Buddhist has ever taken the teachings of Buddha as nihilism, as 
the denial of Nirvana. The world of plurality and all views of the 
Real may be negated in the Absolute as thought-constructions, 
but the Absolute itself shines as the self-proved transcendental 
background of all phenomena. This is absolutism and not nihilism.

The HTnayana interpretation of Buddha’s silence on the avyakrta 
questions is in accordance with its view of radical pluralism. Ac
cording to HTnayana, Buddha advocated the theory of elements 
and denied the ultimate reality of matter, souls and God. He 
could not answer the questions about the reality of matter, souls 
and God in the affirmative, because he did not believe in their 
ultimate reality; and he did not answer them in the negative

1. Digha Nikäyoi 9 (Potpiapäda Sutta)
2. Ibid.
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because that would be to deny even their empirical reality. To the 
simple objection as to why did not Buddha, then, answer these 
questions by saying that ultimately only the elements were real, 
and matter, souls, etc., enjoyed only empirical reality for the sake 
of spiritual discipline, the reply of Hïnayàna was that those who 
put these questions to him were too stupid to grasp the theory 
of elements. This interpretation too is incorrect. Buddha who 
preached throughout his life would not and could not keep quiet 
and refuse expression of his own view on vital metaphysical issues. 
It is also not possible to believe that those who put questions to 
Buddha were incapable of grasping his theory of elements. 
Hïnayàna forgets the fact that Buddha was as emphatic in reject
ing the reality of elements as he was in rejecting the reality of 
primordial matter, eternal souls and personal God. For him all 
views of the Real, qua views, are self-contradictory and arê' tran
scended in the Real.

The correct interpretation of Buddha's silence lies in his ab
solutism as explained by Mahàyàna. Thought necessarily works in 
duality and its categories instead of revealing the Real, falsify it 
by distorting it. Buddha's silence on the avyàhrta questions means 
that thought cannot give satisfactory answers to the metaphysical 
problems concerning the supra-sensuous and the supra-relational 
Real. The Absolute is inexpressible, indeterminate, indefinable 
and ineffable. It is above thought-constructions and can be di
rectly realised through spiritual experience.

Questions are said to be of four kinds:

(1) Those which can be directly answered (ekàmsha-vyàkaranïya) , 
e.g., Is man mortal? Yes.

(2) Those which can be conditionally and analytically answered 
(vibhajya-vyàkaranïya), e.g., Is man wise? Some are, some are 
not.

(3) Those which require a counter-question (pratiprchchhd- 
vyakarantya), e.g., Is man tall? In relation to whom?

(4) Those which cannot be answered {sthàpanïya), e.g., the meta
physical questions about the reality of the non-empirical mat
ter, souls and God.

To this last class (sthàpanïya) belong the famous fourteen ques
tions called avyàkrta or inexpressible. These are grouped under 
four sets, three of which have four alternatives each and the fourth
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only two. It is not clear why logically the fourth set too should 
not have four alternatives. The questions are1:

(1) Is the world (loka) eternal (shdshvata)? Or not? Or both? Or 
neither (1-4).

(2) Is the world finite (antavdn) ? Or not? Or both? Or neither?
(5-8).

(3) Does the Tathagata exist after death (param maranat)? Or not? 
Or both? Or neither? (9-12).

(4) Is the soul (jiva) identical with the body (sharira)? Or not? 
(13-14).

The four alternatives are called Chatuskoti or the four views of 
thought The division is exhaustive and further alternatives are 
ruled out. The first two alternatives are basic (muld koti). The first 
is a thesis and is opposed by the second which is its anti-thesis. 
The third is formed by a conjunctive affirmation of the first and 
the second, and the fourth by a disjunctive denial of the first and 
the second.

The above four sets of questions are about the ultimate reality 
or the transcendent ground of the object and of the subject and 
of the unity of the two, and not about their empirical nature, as 
their empirical reality is admitted.

The first set of questions is about the etemality of the world. 
Etemality means the beginninglessness and limitlessness of this 
world in time. The discussion is about the origin or beginning 
of this world in time {purvd koti or purva anta). The empirical 
world-objects are not the subject-matter of discussion. Nobody 
denies the origin and the changing character of empirical objects. 
The question is: Is there a transcendental substance*a primordial 
matter which may be treated as eternal and uncaused cause of all 
material objects? And, is the world as such beginningless or does 
it have an origin in time when it was first created? The thesis 
affirms such transcendent substance and also the beginninglessness 
of creation. The anti-thesis denies it. Here, Sankhya view may be 
taken as the thesis and Charvaka view as the anti-thesis.

The second set of questions is about the finitude of the tran
scendent cause of world-objects. Is this cause limited in space and

1. Digha Nikäya, 9 (Potthapäda Sutta); Majjhima Nikäya I, 63 (Chüla Mälunkya 
Suita) and I, 72 (Aggivachchhagoita Suita), etc.
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so subject to destruction (apardntd)? Will the world as such come 
to an end for ever? The thesis asserts the limited spatial character 
of this cause, while the anti-thesis denies it. Here the order of the 
thesis and the anti-thesis is reversed. Here, Charvaka view serves 
as the thesis and Sankhya view as the anti-thesis.

The third set of questions is about the transcendental ground 
of the subject-object unity, i.e., the Perfect Being or God. Tathagata 
(Buddha) is called the Perfect Person (Purusottama or Parama 
Purusa or Dvipadam Vara) and the phrase param marandt means 
‘beyond death.’ Here too, Sankhya which most probably was the- 
istic in the beginning and other theistic schools provided the 
thesis and Charvaka the anti-thesis.

The fourth set of questions is about an eternal individual soul- 
substance and not about the empirical ego whose relative reality 
is not questioned. The word ‘body’ (shanra) includes the psycho
physical organism and the mental states. The thesis identifies the 
soul with the body and the mental states. The anti-thesis denies 
it and treats the soul as an eternal substance, immortal and free. 
Here also, like in the second set, the order of the thesis and the 
anti-thesis is reversed. Charvaka provides the thesis and Sankhya 
the anti-thesis.

There is a striking similarity between these avyakrta questions 
and the antinomies of Kant The threefold nature of the questions 
about matter, soul and God corresponds to the problems raised 
by Kant in Rational Cosmology, Rational Psychology and Rational 
Theology. The antinomies have a thesis and an anti-thesis each 
which are declared to be insoluble by thought. The antinomies 
are:

1. Thesis : The world has a beginning in time and is
limited in space.

Anti-thesis : The world has no beginning in time and is
not limited in space.

2. Thesis : Every compound substance is made up of
simple parts.

Anti-thesis : No compound substance is made up of
simple parts.

3. Thesis : There is free causation.
Anti-thesis : There is mechanical causation.

4. Thesis : An absolutely necessary Being exists.
Anti-thesis : No such Being exists.
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The first antinomy includes the first and the second sets of the 
avyakrta. The third antinomy corresponds to the fourth set of the 
avyakrta, for, if the soul is different from the body causation will 
be free and if the soul is identical with the body causation will 
be mechanical. The fourth antinomy corresponds to the third set 
of the avyakrta. The second antinomy is implied in the second set 
of the avyakrta. Kant also declares that these antinomies are in
soluble by thought. But there are vital differences also between 
Kant and Buddha. Kant is an agnostic, while Buddha has the 
certitude of realisation. Kant’s philosophy is vitiated by dualism 
and pluralism, while Buddha believes in spiritual absolutism. Kant 
has pinned reality to sense-experience, while Buddha believes in 
non-dual spiritual realisation which is supra-sensible and supra- 
relational.

IV. ANATMAVADA AND NIRVANA

It is said that there are two traditions in Indian philosophy—one 
is the atmavada tradition of the Upanisads accepted by the ortho
dox systems and the other is the anatmavada tradition initiated 
and established by Buddha and accepted by all schools of Bud
dhism. It is believed that Buddha starts with a distinct spirit of 
opposition to the atmavada of the Upanisads. The notion of self 
or soul or substance, eternal and unchanging is a primordial false 
notion (avidyd) which is the root-cause of all misery and pain and 
which renders spiritual life meaningless and must be annihilated 
in order to realise nirvana. The Upanisads, on the other hand, 
sing the glory of the Self and identify it with the Real; Atma is 
Brahma. It is the not-self (andtma) which is the root-cause of all 
misery and pain. All the schools of Buddhism belonging to 
HInayana or Mahayana are unanimous in denying the self. And 
the non-Buddhist Vedic and Jain systems also characterise Bud
dhism as anatmavada. Now, all this has to be properly understood. 
Most of the philosophical quarrels are usually based on misun
derstanding of the meaning of the terms employed. The fight 
between atmavada and anatmavada in Indian philosophy is a clas
sical example of such misunderstanding.

The word atma is used in Indian philosophy in three different 
senses, namely, (1) in the sense of an empirical ego (vyavaharika 
jivatmd) which, due to its involvement in avidyd and karma, is
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transmigrating in the cycle of birth and death (sarhsdrd), which 
is the finite centre of egoity (ahaihkara-mamakdra), which is the 
finite knower (pramata or jhdta), agent (karta) and enjoyer (bhoktS) 
and which is the object of introspection; (2) in the sense of a real 
individual self (tatvika jivdtma) which is an eternal spiritual sub
stance and is the centre, not of egoity, but of individuality (ahanta) 
and which maintains its unchanging identity either inspite of or 
in and through its changing modes; and (3) in the sense of the 
pure subject (saksi), the non-dual universal Self (paramatma) which 
is the eternal, self-shining and undeniable transcendent ground 
of all empirical phenomena.

No great philosopher has denied the empirical validity of the 
ego. Even the schools of Hinayana which are most vocal in re
jecting the reality of \hedtma have accepted its validity as an empiri
cal ego by calling it ‘empirically real* (prajnapti sat) and denying 
it as an ultimate real (vastu sat). Those who believe in the reality 
of the self take it either in the sense of an eternal spiritual sub
stance or in the sense of the pure transcendent subject. The 
pluralistic realists take it in the sense of an eternal substance. 
Some of them like the Sankhyas, the Jainas and the theistic 
Vedantins, treat consciousness as its inseparable essence (svarupa), 
while others like the Vaishesikas, the Naiyayikas and the 
Mimamsakas like Prabhakara, take consciousness as its quality 
which arises in it by its contact with the object. Some, like the 
Sankhyas, the Vaishesikas, the Naiyayikas and the Mimamsakas 
believe that it is all-pervading (vibhu), while others like the theistic 
Vedantins believe that it is atomic (anu). All the realists believe 
that the souls are many in number. As the realists do not accept 
the distinction between the empirical and the Absolute, for them 
the ‘empirical ego’ is also real as it is the individual self itself in 
real bondage, though it realises its real nature when liberated. 
The Upanisadic seers and the Advaita Vedantins use the word 
atmd in the sense of the pure transcendent subject, which is at 
once pure consciousness and bliss. Buddha and the Buddhists, on 
the other hand, use the word dtmd in the sense of an empirical 
ego or in the sense of an eternal individual substance and reject 
its ultimate reality, while accepting its empirical validity. Hinayana 
reduces die self to a series of fleeting mental states which are 
taken as real. Buddha has repeatedly rejected the views of etemalism 
(shashvata-vada) and nihilism (uchchheda-vada). Hinayana rejects
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only the eternal ego, but glorifies the uchchheda-dr§|i (the nihil
istic view) by accepting the reality of the mental states. Mahayana, 
following Buddha, takes both the ego and the mental states as 
relative and therefore only empirically real and identifies the Real 
with the Absolute. In Buddha and Mahayana, the denial of the 
self is its denial as an eternal substance; it is not the denial of the 
absolute Self. Anatmavada or nairatmyavada is really the 
niraharikara-nirmama-vada of Vedanta. It denies neither the em
pirical validity of the ego nor the ultimate reality of the Absolute 
Self. It is the denial only of the false notion which mistakes the 
empirical ego as an eternal spiritual substance and attempts to 
objectify the subject and realise it through thought-categories. To 
take the self as an eternal substance is to cling to it eternally and 
this is avidyd which is the root-cause of all attachment, desire, 
misery and bondage. It leads to the four kinds of suffering 
(klesha)—which are self-notion (atma-drsli), self-delusion (dtmar 
moha), self-pride (atma-mdna) and self-love (atma-sneha). Atma- 
drsti is called pudgala or satkaya dr§p. Pudgala is that which is 
subject to decay and death (purayati galati cha). Satkaya is iden
tification of the Self with the living body. This is avidyd for it 
confuses the Self with the body and the mental states and mistakes 
that which is subject to birth and death as an eternal Self. It is 
this false notion which is condemned by Buddha as ‘the doctrine 
of the fools’ (kevalo bdladhammo) .

Buddha, says: “If I, Ananda, when the wandering monk 
Vachchhagotta asked me: ‘Is there the ego?’ had answered: ‘The 
ego is’ then that Ananda would have confirmed the doctrine of 
the Shram an as and Brahman as who believe in permanence (of 
the ego). If I, Ananda, had answered: ‘The ego is not*, then that 
Ananda would have confirmed the doctrine of the Shramanas and 
Brahmanas, who believe in annihilation (of the ego).”1 For Bud
dha the individual self is neither an eternal substance nor a non
entity. It is neither real nor unreal; it is relative and phenomenal. 
Buddha compares him who clings to the self without knowing it 
to that foolish lover who says he has fallen in love with the most 
beautiful damsel in the State (jana-pada-kalydm) whom he has 
never seen and about whose residence, caste, size, colour, age and 
beauty he knows nothing.2 Buddha is condemning those who

1. Samyutta Nikäya, 44, 10.
2. Digha Nikäya, 9.
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without realising the Self, mistake the not-Self as the Self and 
cling to it. This is avidyd; this is running after phantoms. Nowhere 
has Buddha categorically denied the true Self. He has always 
preached like this: the body (kaya) is not the Self, the mind 
(chitta) is not the Self; sensation, perception, volition or idea is 
not the Self; nor do the five skandhas together constitute the Self.1 
According to Buddha the real Self is transcendent and cannot be 
bound in thought-constructions. It is, therefore, futile to spin 
theories about it. To hold any view or theory about the Inexpress
ible is illegitimate. Such attempts land one ‘in the wilderness of 
views (ditthi-gahana, Skt. drsti-gahana), in the jungle of theories 
(ditthi-kantara, Skt. drsti-kantara), in the net of thought-construc
tions, in the bondage of the categories.*2 When Vachchha-gotta 
asks: ‘But has Gotama any theory of his own?* Buddha answers: 
‘The Tathagata, O Vachchha, is free from all theories. . . . There
fore the Tathagata has attained deliverance and is free from at
tachment and all false notions of the *1* and the ‘mine* (sabba- 
ahahkara-mamahkara-mdnanusayanam khayd vimutto)? Buddha has 
repeatedly declared all objects of thought (samskrta dharma) as 
relative and ultimately unreal. They are perishable, miserable and 
devoid of ultimate reality. That which is perishable (anichcha, Skt. 
anitya) is miserable (duhkha) and that which is ‘ duhkha* is ‘ anattS 
(Skt. anatmd), i.e., unreal, not-Self, and that which is ‘anattS is 
not mine, I am not that, that is not my Self.4 This does not mean 
that there is no real Self. Sankhya which admits the reality of Self 
as pure consciousness says that the contemplation on ‘I am not 
the not-Self, the not-Self is not mine, that I am absolutely different 
from the not-Self generates pure knowledge.5 For Buddha, the 
real Self is the transcendent Absolute which is also immanent in 
the phenomena. He calls the Absolute as Nirvana. He does not 
expressly identify the Absolute with the Self, but the implication 
is clearly there, for, if the anatma or the not-Self is perishable and 
miserable, that which is eternal (nitya) and blissful (sukha) must

1. Dtgha N. 15; Majjhima Nikäya 72; Samyutta N. 44, 8.
2. Majjhima N. 72; Digha Nikäya 1.
3. Majj. N. 72.
4. Sabbe sankhärä anichchâ. Yad anichcham tarn dukkham, yam dukkham tad 

anattä, yad anattä tarn netam mama, nesohamasmi, na me so attâti. Samyutta 
Nikäya 22, 15.

5. Särikhya-Kärikä, 64, näsmi na me näh am iti kevalam utpadyate jftänam.
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be the true Self (átmá). Nirvana, like the Upani§adic Átmá, is 
repeated described by Buddha as calm (shánta), immortal (amrta), 
unproduced (akrta), uncaused (asamskrta), unborn (ajata), 
undecaying (ajara), undying (amara), eternal {nitya), abiding 
(dhruva), unchanging (shashvata), highest joy (parama sukha), 
blissful (SAwa), desireless (trpiá-ksaya), cessation of plurality (bhavar 
nirodha; prapanchopafhama) and the fearless goal {abhaya pada),x 
All the epithets (or their synonyms) which the Upani§adic seers 
use for the Átmá, Buddha uses for Nirvana. Átmá and Nirvána 
stand for the Inexpressible and the Ineffable Absolute which is 
transcendent to thought and is realised through immediate spiri
tual experience (bodhi or prajňá). The fact that all phenomena are 
subject to birth, becoming, decay and death logically implies that 
there is the Absolute, unborn, unchanging and imperishable. If 
there were no such Absolute, there would be no escape from 
bondage.2 As Nirvána is beyond thought, it cannot be described 
by the categories of nitya or anitya and of empirical sukha or 
duhkha. Buddha was emphatic in denying that Nirvána is annihi
lation or momentary. True to his negative dialectic, Buddha uses 
negative terms for Nirvána, but due to the nature of thought and 
language, positive terms also are sometimes used. As the Upanisadic 
‘neti neď  negates all descriptions of Átmá, not the Átmá itself, so 
the negative method of Buddha denies the descriptions and char- 
acteristics~of Nirvána as being final, but do not deny Nirvána itself. 
Silence is the highest philosophy for both. The Bliss of Nirvána 
is beyond the empirical pleasure and pain.

Even Hinayana which ignored the absolutism of Buddha and 
elaborated a system of radical pluralism and which was emphatic 
in denying the self, admitted Nirvána as an eternal positive reality, 
calm and blissful. But it degraded Nirvána to the level of an 
eternal substance (asamskrta dharma) set over and above the worldly 
objects (samskrta dharmas) in which there was cessation of misery. 
It was corrected by Maháyána which revived the absolutism of 
Buddha and treated Nirvána as the transcendent Absolute at once 
immanent in the phenomena, the ‘dharmata* of all dharmas.

In a celebrated passage in the Maháparinibbána Sutta, the ailing 
Buddha says to Ánanda: ‘O Ánanda! I have taught the Dhamma

1. Udána, 73; Suttanipáta, Ratan Sutta; Itivuttaka, 112; Dhammapada, 18, etc.
2. Udána, 73.
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(Dharma) without any reservation and have not kept anything 
secret like a tight-fisted teacher (áchárya-musti). Now I am eighty 
years old and am somehow pulling on (the body) like an old 
tattered cart bound with ropes. I am going to leave the world 
soon. But there is no cause for grief as the light of Dharma is 
there. Ánanda! my message for all of you is this: Let the Self be 
your light (attadipa, Skt. átma-dipa), let the Self be your shelter 
(attasarana, Skt. atma-sharana); let the Dharma (the real) be your 
light (dhamma-dipa, Skt. dharma-dipa), let the Dharma be your 
shelter (dhamma-sarana, Skt. dharma-sharana); do not seek light 
and shelter outside.*1 Even if, as some scholars do, the word attd 
(atma) in attadipa is interpreted as meaning just ‘oneself without 
any reference to an ontological reality called ‘Self and the phrase 
‘attadipa’ is taken to mpan ‘you yourself are your light*, it has to 
be admitted that Buddha is asking his disciples to seek light within 
and not outside. Now, if there is no true ‘Self, then who is to 
seek the light and where? And if all objects as Buddha says are 
perishable and miserable and the light is to be sought only in the 
subject, then the reality of the transcendent subject is clearly 
implied in this passage. Again, if the word dhamma in dhammadipa 
and dhamma-sarana is taken to mean ‘the doctrine taught by 
Buddha*, where light and shelter are to be sought, even then the 
importance is to be given to Dharmatd of all the dharmas which 
is nirvana itself, embodied in his teaching. Nirvana or the Absolute 
Self is the light of all lights, the ultimate shelter and the goal of 
life; its teaching is only a means to guide us to the goal. Buddha 
•himself has explained how a Bhiksu becomes Átmadlpa and 
Dharmadlpa. He says: He who realises the real nature of the body 
and the various dharmas, he who realises that the five skandhas 
and all objects of thought are subject to origination and destruction, 
are perishable (anitya), miserable (duhkha) and devoid of Self 
(anátma), he who gives up the notion of the ‘I’ and the ‘mine* 
(ahařikára-mamakárá-nirodha)t who rises above attachment, aversion 
and delusion (vita-rága-dvesa-moha), who is desireless (vita-trsna) 
and who enjoys the highest samadhi, he, indeed, enjoys the light 
of ‘Self and the light of *Nirvána’ or ‘Dharma* (in the sense of

1. Digha Nikàya, 16: attadipa viharatha attasarana anaňňa saranä dhammadipa 
dhammasaranä anaňňasarana.
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Dharmata).1 When Buddha was about to leave his body and was 
bidding good-bye to his disciples, it is but natural that in his last 
speech he should be giving them the essence of his life-long 
teaching. His last speech as recorded in the Mahaparinibbana Suita 
runs thus: “Now, my disciples, I take leave of you. All produced 
objects (samskaras; samskrta dharmas) are perishable 
(vyayadharma); realise (the Imperishable Nirvana) with diligence.’ 
This is the last speech of the Tathagata.”2 All worldly objects 
including the empirical ego are relative (samskrta, pratitya- 
samutpanna) and therefore ultimately unreal (anatma). Nirvana 
alone is the Real, the Absolute which is transcendent to thought 
and immanent in phenomena. It can be realised in immediate 
spiritual experience which dawns through undergoing spiritual 
discipline. Buddha, in his last speech asks his disciples to realise 
this Nirvana, this Real Self, so that they may enjoy eternal Bliss 
and may say like Buddha: ‘The cycle of birth and death has ended, 
the spiritual life is fulfilled, what had to be done has been 
accomplished and nothing remains now to be done, there is no 
further birth now.*5

Thus we find that it is incorrect to hold that Buddha starts with 
a spirit of opposition to the Upanisads and initiates a new tradi
tion of anatmavada against the Upanisadic tradition of atmavada. 
The anatmavada is nirahankara-nirmamavada, the removal of the 
false notion of the T  and the ‘mine*, which the Upanisadic seers 
themselves unmistakably voice and which all systems of Indian 
philosophy believing in spiritual discipline accept. The Upanisadic 
seers and Buddha both are opposed to the view of realistic plu
ralism that the self is an ultimate individual substance and that 
there is a plurality of such eternal selves. Buddha carries on the 
tradition of absolutism so clearly set forth in the<Upanisads. For 
both, the Real is the Absolute which is at once transcendent to 
thought and, immanent in phenomena. Both take avidya, the

1. Kaye kayanupassi dhammcsu dhammanupassl___ rupam vedana sarin a sankhara
vinnanam anichcham dukkham anatta'ti yathabhutam pajanati . . . ahankara- 
mamankara-nirodha tanha-khaya vimutto hoti . . . samadhim upasampajja 
viharati.. .  evam kho aitadipo dhammadipo viharati.—Dlgha Nikaya 16, Samyutta 
18,22; 22, 12-15, 43.

2. Vayadhamma sankhara appamadcna sam padetha’ ti. ayam Tathagatassa 
pachchhima vacha.—Digha Nikaya 16.

3. Khlna jati, vusitam Brahmacharyam, katam karaniyam, naparam itthataya’ti.
(Dlgha Nikaya, 10). This is found in many dialogues.
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beginningless and cosmic Ignorance as the root-cause of phenom
enal existence and suffering. Both believe that thought is inher
ently fraught with contradictions and thought-categories, instead 
of revealing the Real distort it, and therefore, one should rise 
above all views, all theories, all determinations, all thought-con- 
structions in order to realise the Real. For both, the Real is realised 
in immediate spiritual experience. Both prescribe moral conduct 
and spiritual discipline as means to realise the Real, the fearless 
goal, the abode of Bliss. There is, however, difference in the 
method used by them. The Upanisadic seers reach the Absolute 
by the universalisation of the T , while Buddha reaches it by the 
annihilation of the T . But much should not be made of this 
difference. The T  is the ‘co-mingling* of the Real and the unreal, 
the True and the false, the Pure Àtmà and avidyà. As the T  in 
the sense of the empirical ego is annihilated, the T  in the sense 
of the foundational Self shines at once. The end realised is the 
same, the non-dual Absolute. Both believe in the established canon 
of logic that it is the unreal alone which can be negated. For both, 
that which is negated in avidyà, the imposed empirical character 
of the T , and that which is retained is the Absolute. Both use the 
negative dialectic, the ‘neti nett (not this, not this) for indirectly 
pointing to the nature of the Inexpressible. All the epithets which 
the Upanisadic seers use for Àtmà or Brahma (or their synonyms) 
Buddha uses for Niruàna.* Àtmà and Nirvàna both stand for the 
ineffable non-dual Absolute. It must, however, be admitted that 
while the Upani§adic seers openly identify the Absolute with the 
Pure Self which is at once pure consciousness and bliss, Buddha, 
true to his negative logic, does not expressly identify the Absolute 
with the Pure Self, though the implication is clearly there. He 
identifies the Absolute with Niruàna. Buddha’s omission to iden
tify the Absolute with the Transcendent Self has led to the mis
understanding of his ànàtmavàda. But though Buddha does not 
expressly identify the Absolute with the Pure Self, nowhere has 
he expressly denied it. His descriptions of Niruàna are similar to 
the descriptions of the Upanisadic Àtmà and leave no doubt that 
he is carrying on the tradition of the Upanisadic absolutism. Mrs. 
Rhys Davids is right in believing that Buddha did not deny the

1. See supra, pp. 28-9.
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true self and that he carried on the Upanisadic tradition. The 
words ‘body is not the self, ‘mind is not the self cannot rationally 
be said to imply that there is no self or soul.1 ‘The Sakyan mission 
was out “not to destroy, but to fulfill”, to enlarge and enhance 
the accepted faith-in-God of their day, not by asseverating, but by 
making it more vital.’2 It is significant to note, as Dr. E. J. Thomas 
points out, that among the views mentioned and rejected in the 
Brahmajdla Sutta (DIgha Nikaya, 1), the Upanisadic view of the 
Atmd is not included.3

Buddha, according to the Mahayana Buddhists, is a skillful 
teacher (upaya-kushala) who teaches in keeping with the intellec
tual ability of the disciples. To the beginners, he preaches the 
existence of the empirical ego so that they may not be frightened 
by nairdtmyavada and may not give up cultivation of moral virtues; 
to those who are a little advanced he preaches that critical analysis 
reveals that there is ho self as an eternal spiritual substance and 
that what we experience is only an imposed ego on the stream 
of mental states; lastly, to those who are highly advanced he 
preaches that ultimately neither the empirical ego nor the mental 
states are real, that both these views, like all views of thought, 
should be transcended in immediate experience of the Absolute.4 
Just as a tigress takes her cub to a safe place, holding it in her 
mouth with the grip neither too tight to hurt the cub with her 
sharp teeth nor too loose to let it fall, similarly Buddha takes his 
disciples to the safe place of nirvana in such a way that neither 
they fall from moral virtues and spiritual discipline nor do they 
get lost in the dense forest of views entangled in the piercing 
categories of thought.5

The word anatma or nairdtmya was rightly interpreted by 
Mahayana as ‘devoid of ultimate reality, i.e., as relative existence’, 
and whereas HInayana was content only with the denial of indi
vidual self (pudgala-nairatmya) Mahayana, following Buddha, ex
tended its application to all objects of thought (dharma-nairatmya).

1. Outlines of Buddhism, p. 46.
2. A Manual of Buddhism, p. 194
3. The Life of Buddha, p. 201.
4. atmetyapi prajnapitam anatmctyapi dcshitam. Buddhair natma na chanatma 

kashchidityapi dcshitam. Mddhyamika Kdrikd, 18, 6.
5. dr?ii-damsp~avaghaiam cha bhramsham chavek$ya karmanam. deshayanti jina 

dharmam vyaghri-potapaharavaL
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Not merely the individual self, but all objects of thought are 
devoid of ultimate reality (andtma), And at the same time Mahayana 
reaffirmed the ultimate reality of the true Self, the Absolute. The 
names used for the Absolute are Tathata, Shunyata, Vijnaptimatrata, 
Dharmadhatu, etc. Asanga calls it pure Self (shuddhdtma), univer
sal Self (mahatma) and highest Self (paramdtma).*

Many Vedic schools of Indian philosophy have noticed the 
similarities between Mahayana Buddhism and Advaita Vedanta. 
Eminent Advaitins like Gaudapada, Shriharsa and Chitsukha have 
pointed out the similarities between Mahayana and Vedanta. 
Gaudapada approves of the doctrine of ajativada and the critique 
of causation in Shunyavada and the arguments of Vijnanavada 
against realism.2 Shriharsa says that the onslaught of the dialectic 
of Shunyavada and Advaita Vedanta is valid against all views and 
cannot be set aside.3 Chitsuka admits the similarity of the 
Madhyamika distinction between samvrti and paramdrtha with the 
Vedantic distinction between vyavahara and paramdrtha and de
fends the former against the attacks of Kumarila Bhatta.4 Even 
Kumarila, who is an arch-opponent of Buddhism, admits that 
anatmavada is helpful for purification of mind and detachment. 
The theistic Vedantins, Bhaskara, Ramanuja, Madhva, etc., are 
unanimous in condemning the Advaitin as a crypto-Buddhist 
(prachchhanna-Bauddha) which shows that they admit the simi
larities between Mahayana and Advaita Vedanta.

The fact that Buddha carried on, according to his own 
realisation, the Upanisadic tradition of Absolutism and that 
Mahayana Buddhists developed it in the light of the teaching of 
their Founder, is undeniable. Can anyone say that Buddha who 
accepts the Absolutism of the Upanisads and Mahayana Buddhists 
who follow him and develop it are opposed to the Upanisadic 
tradition, because they reject the ultimate reality of the individual 
self, while the schools of Vaishesika and Nyaya which pay alle
giance to the Vedas, but which have reduced the self to an eternal 
substance devoid of consciousness and bliss like a stone-slab have

1. Buddhâh shuddhâtmalâbhatvâd gala âtma-mahâtmatâm. Mahäyänasüträlarikära, 
IX, 23. anena Buddhànâm an äs rave dhätau paramätmä vyavasthäpyate. Ibid,, 
pp. 37-8.

2. Gaudapäda-kärikä IV, 5, 19, 22, 28, 72.
3. Khandana-khanda-khädya, p. 61.
4. Tattva-ftradipikä, pp. 42-3.
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continued the Upani§adic tradition?
Thus we see that Buddha’s teachings of pratityasamutpada, 

anatmavada, Nirvana, spiritual discipline and his silence on the 
avyakrta reveal him as a great teacher of absolutism who carried 
on the tradition of the Upanisadic seers. We find these teachings 
scattered in the Suttapitaka. Hinayana schools of Theravada, 
Sarvastivada (Vaibhasika) and Sautrantika, due to an imperfect 
understanding of these teachings, forgot his absolutism and cre
ated a metaphysics of radical pluralism in the form of the theory 
of momentary elements in their Abhidharma treatises and com
mentaries thereon. They substituted the dogmatism of the 
eternalists by an equally strong dogmatism of momentary ele
ments which culminates in nihilism. But even in their Abhidharma 
works absolutism of the Founder raises its head here and there. 
Buddha’s teaching of Nirvana, the unconditioned and Inexpress
ible Real beyond all categories of thought and his repeated advice 
to rise above all views and theories through moral and spiritual 
discipline was too strong to be missed even by Hinayana. These 
Abhidharma works are, what Mrs. Rhys Davids rightly calls, ‘the 
verbal superstructures*1, ‘the monk-dressed utterances2 and 
‘monkish gibberish, often put forth as the word of Buddha. You 
may find that genuine Sakya more in what the Pitakas betray and 
have suffered to survive than in what they affirm as chief and 
fundamental.*3 The contradictions in Hinayana philosophy were 
pointed out by Mahayana schools of Madhyamika and early 
Vijnanavada who correctly interpreted the absolutism of the 
Founder. The germs of all the important doctrines of Mahayana 
are scattered“in the Pitakas themselves, especially in the Suttapitaka, 
where there are many passages containing the spiritual absolutism 
of Buddha.

Buddha has repeatedly declared all phenomena as ultimately 
unreal (shunya), as relative (pratityasamutpanna), as finally false 
(mrsa). The world is accustomed to rely on duality (dvaya-nishrita), 
on existence and non-existence, on ‘is’ and ‘is not*, on etemalism 
and nihilism. But these, says Buddha, are the categories of thought 
and the Tathagatha has risen above all duality and all categories

1. A Manual of Buddhism* Preface, ix.
2. ¿äkya or Buddhist Origins, p. 200.
S. Ibid., pp. 5, 339.
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of thought. Nirvana is the only Real, the non-dual Absolute to be 
realised by immediate spiritual experience. The teaching of 
Dharma is only a means to realise the Real, to ‘express* the 
Inexpressible, and finally it too has to be transcended. Buddha 
compares his teaching to a raft (kullupama) which has to be left 
aside after crossing the stream and not to be carried on the 
shoulders as a burden.



CHAPTER TWO

Shunyavada or the Madhyamika 
School

I. THE RISE OF MAHAYANA

The seeds of Mahayana can be traced back to the second Buddhist 
Council held about a century after Buddha’s nirvana. The 
Mahasanghikas, who branched off from Theravada in this Council 
were the forerunners of Mahayana. The Mahavastu which is the 
Vinaya of the Lokottaravadins belonging to the Mahasanghikas; 
the Avadana literature glorifying the Bodhisattva ideal; and the 
epics of Ashvaghosa represent a distinct transition towards 
Mahayana. The nine M ah ay an a-s u tras are held in great veneration 
by all schools of Mahayana. Of these Astasahasrika Prajnaparamita, 
Saddharma-pundarika and Samadhiraja Sutras are the oldest and 
are prior to Nagaijuna and even to Ashvaghosa. The main doc
trines of Madhyamika and Vijnanavada were developing from the 
time of the Sutras, but as a full-fledged system the Madhyamika 
school was established first in the second century a .d . by Nagaijuna 
and Aryadeva. The Mula-Vijnanavada or Yogachara school as a 
system was established in the fourth century a .d . by Maitreya, 
Asaiiga and Vasubandhu.

In Mahayana, Buddha is transformed into God or the Absolute. 
Devotion to Buddha is extolled. The Bodhisattva ideal is glorified. 
The Bodhisattva is he who attains perfect wisdom, ever dwells in 
it, and inspired by the love of all beings, ceaselessly works for their 
salvation. He differs his own nirvana and is ready to suffer gladly 
so diat he may liberate others. He is guided by the spirit of 
Buddha who said: ‘Let all the sins and miseries of the world fall 
upon my shoulders so that all the beings may be liberated from 
them.’1

1. Kalikalu$a-krtani yani loke mayi tani patantii vimuchyatam hi lokah.
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We have said above that Mahayana arose as a logical necessity 
to remove the inner contradictions of Hinayana. The radical 
pluralistic realism of Hinayana is replaced in Mahayana by an 
equally radical absolutism which is the real teaching of Buddha, 
f o r  -Hinayana pratityasamutpada is real causation; for the 
Madhyamika and the Mula-Vijnanavada it is relative and therefore 
ultimately unreal causation. For the former it is the causal law 
governing the emergence and annihilation of the momentary 
dharmas; for the latter it is the theory of relativity grounded in 
the Absolute. For the former the momentary is the efficient and 
the real; for the latter the momentary is the miserable and the 
unreal. For Hinayana Buddha’s silence on the avyakrta is the 
result of his denial of God, souls and matter, and his acceptance 
of the reality of momentary dharmas; for Mahayana schools of 
Madhyamika and Mula-Vijnanavada it is the result of his absolut
ism which denies both etemalism and nihilism. For Hinayana 
anatmavada is only pudgala-nairatmya or denial of self; for 
Mahayana it is also dharma-nairatmya or denial of momentary 
elements. For Hinayana Nirvana is an eternal uncaused or 
asamskrta dharma; for Madhyamika and Mula-Vijnanavada it is the 
dharmatd of all dharmas (dharmdndm dharmata), the ground reality 
of all phenomena, the Absolute itself which is at once immanent 
in phenomena and transcendent to all phenomena and thought- 
constructions.

n . THE MAHAYANA SUTRAS

The basic concepts of Shunyavada or the Madhyamika school of 
Nagaijuna which is one of the most important schools of Bud
dhism are found scattered in the Mahayana Sutras, specially in the 
Prajnaparamita Sutras. The destructive as well as the constructive 
side of the Madhyamika dialecdc is also found scattered in these 
Sutras. The Mahayana Sutras repeatedly declare all objects of 
thought to be mere appearance. Thought implies subject-object 
duality and is infected with relativity and contradiction. All objects 
of thought are shunya, i.e., svabhdva-shunya (devoid of self-exist
ence) or nilisvabhava (without self-reality or inner essence); they 
are pratityasamutpanna (dependent or relative). Not only the 
individual souls but all objects of thought without exception are 
appearance. Along with pudgala-nairatmya, dharma-mairdtmya is also 
emphasised. There is no origination, no decay, no cessation, no
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change. The real is neither one nor many, neither permanent nor 
momentary, neither substance nor quality nor relation; it is free 
from all the constructions of thought-categories and can be realised 
in non-dual knowledge. In their zeal to deny reality to all objects 
of thought, the Mahayana Sutras very often and repeatedly con
demn them to be like dream, echo, reflection, image, illusion, 
mirage, magic, magical city of Gandharvas, hair-like objects seen 
floating in the space through defective vision, illusion of the double 
moon, illusory circle presented by a moving fire-brand and even 
like hare’s horn, barren woman’s son and sky-flower.1 These simi
les may suggest that phenomena are utterly unreal^ but the inten
tion of the Sutras is not to deny their empirical reality2; on the 
other hand they maintain that even an illusion is not baseless. The 
distinction between relative and absolute truth is emphasised. The 
Real is at once transcendent and immanent and is to be realised 
in immediate spiritual experience.3 The importance of four 
dhyanas, three samadhis, six paramitas and ten Bodhisattva-bhumis 
as spiritual discipline is emphasised and these are explained in 
detail.

The Saddharmapundarika-Sutra says: He who t̂nows that all em
pirical dharmas are shunya or devoid of self-reality, knows the 
supreme wisdom of the Buddhas.4 He who knows that all worldly 
objects are like illusion and dream, essenceless like a plantain 
trunk, only echoes of Reality, that there is neither bondage nor 
release, that all dharmas are essentially the same, that in fact 
difference does not exist, knows the truth and attains the immor
tal blissful Nirvana.5 As long as we are entangled in thought- 
categories we are like blind-born men completely in the dark; 
when we reach the point where finite thought confesses its limi
tation and indirectly points towards Reality our blindness is cured 
but our vision is still blurred; it is only when we embrace non

1. For example, Saddharma-pundanka, pp. 142-3; Affasahasrika, pp. 25, 39-40, 196- 
200, 205, 279, 403-4; Shatasdhasrika, pp. 119-20, 185, 262; Lankdvaidra, pp. 22, 
51, 62, 84-5, 90, 105; Samddhirdja, pp. 27 and 29; Lalitavislara, pp. 176-81; 
Suvarnaprabhdsa, pp. 31-4.

2. For example, Atfa, pp. 23, 181, 236, 287; Lanka, pp. 146-7.
3. For example, Saddharma, pp. 29, 39, 116, 134; A$ja, pp. 47, 290-1, 386-7; Lankd* 

pp. 142-3, 516, 190, 194.
4. Saddharma, p. 138.
5. Ibid., pp. 142-3.
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dual pure knowledge (uttama agra bodhi) we clearly see the Real 
and become one with it.1

The Astasdhasrikd Prajhaparamitd says: There is no substance, 
no quality, no matter, no mental state, no soul, no element Every 
object of thought without exception, from the lowest matter to 
the highest nirvana (conceived as an object of thought) is an 
illusion or a dream.2 There are two standpoints—the empirical 
and the absolute. The former deals with the categories of intellect 
(koti), with name and form (na?na-rupa), with though t-construc- 
tion (vikalpa), with dependence and relativity (nimitta), with 
appearances (samvrii or vyavahara); the latter transcends the former 
and deals with perfect knowledge (prajna paramita) , which is non
dual (advaya), independent (animittd) and the real, the Absolute 
(paramartha) ? But the Real is also immanent in the phenomenal 
world. There is no object in which the Real is not present4 To 
transcend the phenomenal, we have to take the help of the fully 
mature intellect itself, just as to have clean water we have to use 
a fully baked pot, because if we fetch water in an unbaked earthen 
pot the pot will became a lump of mud and the water will became 
muddy.5 The Shatasdhasrika Prajhaparamitd also condemns all 
dharmas as illusory. They are neither eternal nor momentary, 
neither existent nor non-existent, neither shunya nor ashunya. 
They are mere names and forms and are therefore, maydu And 
maya has no nature of its own; it is neither real nor unreal.6 
Dependent origination is not real causation. That which is con
ditional and conventional has neither origination nor cessation; 
it is a mere name, a convention, a usage, a practical compromise.7

The Lahkavatara-Sutra tells us that thought gives us a world 
which is its own construction (vikalpa). It functions in subject- 
object duality (dvaita) and therefore cannot reveal the non-dual

1. Ibid., pp. 134, 29, 39, 116.
2. Afta, p. 40, nirvânamapi mâyopamam svapnopamam.
3. Ibid., pp. 177, 19Î-2, 274, 356, 444.
4. na Subhùte! Tathatâvinirmukto’nyah kashchid dharma upalabhyate.—Ibid., 

p. 453.
5. Ibid., pp. 287-8.
6. nâma-rùpameva mäyä mäyaiva näma-rüpam—Shatasähasrihä, p. 898; mâyâyâh 

padam na vidyate.—Ibid., p. 1209.
7. yachcha prajnaptidharmam tasya notpädo na nirodho'nyatra samjftä-sankcta- 

mätrena vyavahfiyate. Ibid., p. 325.
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(advaya) Real. This entire empirical world depends on the four 
categories of thought.1 Just as elephants get stuck in deep mud, 
so do the worldly persons get entangled in thought-construetions, 
in language, in letters, words and names.2 Reality is silence. From 
that night when Buddha became Enlightened up to that night 
when he attained nirvana, not a single word was uttered by him. 
The teaching of Buddha is truly beyond language. He who teaches 
with words merely babbles for reality is beyond language and 
thought.3 Yet thought points to the Real and ultimately merges 
in immediate experience; and it is the language itself which tries 
to express the Inexpressible through its imposed or symbolic use. 
The Lankavatara makes it clear that all objects of thought, when 
critically analysed are found to be without inner essence, without 
self-reality and therefore they are said to be relative and indescrib
able either as real or as unreal.4 Yet their validity cannot be denied. 
They are not ‘mere nothing*. Shunyata is relativity and not mere 
negation. It is far better to entertain, from the empirical stand
point, an idea of existence or affirmation of a substance, as big 
in magnitude as the Sumeru mountain than to take shunyata as 
a ‘mere nothing*. One who understands shunyata as mere nega
tion is a self-condemned nihilist.5 Shunyata is also said to be the 
‘Middle Path’ (madhyaina pratipat), because it avoids the two ex
tremes of eternalism and nihilism, existence and non-existence, 
purity and impurity, etc. But, as the Samadhiraja-Sutra says, it tran
scends the extremes as well as the middle; it is not the ‘middle 
view’ but a denial of all views.6 Shunyata is the non-dual blissful 
Nirvana where all plurality and suffering cease.

The spiritual discipline by which the intellect may be trans-

1. Chatu$kopkam cha Mahamate! lokavyavaharah.—Lankavatara, p. 88.
2. Ibid., p. 113.
3. avachanam Buddhavachanarn . . . . yo* k$arapadtam dharmam deshayad sa 

pralapad nirak$aratvad dharmasya. Ibid., pp. 142-3, 194.
4. buddhya vivichyamananam svabhavo navadharyate I tasmadanabhilapyaste 

nihsvabhavashcha deshitah II Ibid., p. 116.
5. varam khalu sumerum atra pudgaladfstih na tu nastyastitvabhimanikasya 

shunyatadr§ph . . . (sa) hi vainashiko bhavad. Ibid., p. 146.
6. lasmadubhe anta vivaijayitva madhye’pi slhanam na karod panditah II Samadhiruja, 

p. 30.
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formed into non-dual spiritual experience consists of four medi
tations (dhydna), four meditative joys (Brahma-vihara), three higher 
meditations or deep concentrations (samadhi), six excellences 
(pdramita) and ten stages of spiritual advancement (bhumi). In the 
first dhydna, there is working of intellect (savitarka, savichara) and 
there is pleasure (priti, sukha). In the second, intellect is in the 
process of giving place to intuitional vision (avitarka, avichara) 
and pleasure to higher happiness (samadhijapriti-sukha, atma- 
samprasada). In the third, intellect ceases (avichara) and pleasure 
ends (nispntika) and there is only higher happiness (sukhavihara). 
In the fourth, intellect becomes one with immediate experience, 
pain and pleasure are transcended (aduhkhasukha) and this leads 
to unique bliss (vihdra).* The four Brahma-viharas are— maiin 
(love), karund (compassion, grace), mudita (meditative higher 
happiness) and upeksd (non-dual spiritual insight). The three 
samddhis are: (1) shunyatd samadhi in which the phenomenal is 
realised as svabhava-shunya or devoid of self-reality and the Abso
lute is realised as prapahcha-shunya or devoid of plurality; (2) 
animitta samadhi in which the real cause of everything is known, 
the real is known as immanent in the phenomena; (3) apranihita 
samadhi in which the meditator directly embraces the Real through 
immediate spiritual experience.2 The six paramitd (excellences or 
perfections) are— ddna (charity), shtla (moral virtues), ksdnti (for
bearance), virya (spiritual strength), dhydna (meditation) and 
prajna (non-dual spiritual experience). The ten stages (bhumi) of 
Bodhisattvahood are—pramuditd, vimala, prabhakari, archismati, 
sudurjaya, abhimukhi, durahgama, achala, sadhumati and 
dharmamegha. In the first bhumi, a Bodhisattva, realising the limi
tations of intellect, begins with great pleasure, his quest for true 
knowledge and gradually going through the eight intermediary 
stages reaches ultimately the tenth bhumi, where he becomes one 
with the Real, the Buddha or the Absolute and like an heir- 
apparent is consecrated with ‘Pure Non-dual Knowledge.’3 He 
then defers his Nirvana in order to liberate others.

1. Shatasâhasrikà, p. 1443; Lalitavistara, pp. 129 and 343.
2. Shata. pp. 1439-40. *
3. Dashabhumika, pp. 25-86.



Shünyaváda or the Mádhyamika School 43

HI. THE MEANING OF SHÜNYA OR SHUNYATA

The basic text of Shünyaváda is Nágáijuna’s epoch-making work 
Mádhyamika-káriká, which is commented upon by Chandrakirti in 
his monumental commentary entitled Prasannapada Vrtti. The ideas 
of the Maháyánasütras, especially the doctrine of shünyatá found 
in the Prajñápáramitásütras, were systematised and developed by 
Nágáijuna and elaborately explained by his gifted commentator 
Chandrakirti, who correctly interpreted Buddha’s teaching as 
absolutism. The literal meaning of the word shünya is void or 
negation or ‘nothing’. But it is used in this system in an entirely 
different philosophical sense. Forgetting this fact, the Vedic and 
the Jaina schools of Indian philosophy have wrongly condemned 
Shünyaváda as nihilism. The Mádhyamikas strongly protest against 
this and explain that their philosophy is not nihilism, but abso
lutism.

Nágáijuna identifies shünyatá with pratítyasamutpáda and says 
that it is phenomenal existence governed by causes and condi
tions (upáddya prajñaptih) and it is also madhyamd pratipat or the 
‘middle path.’1 Nágáijuna has clearly and emphatically explained 
that pratítyasamutpáda is only dependent or relative causation and 
therefore no real causation. That which arises depending on causes 
and conditions (pratitya yat samutpannam) does not in fact arise 
(notpannam paramarthatah) .Viewed from the empirical standpoint 
of relational thought, pratítyasamutpáda is the wheel of dependent 
origination beginning with avidyá, it is the cycle of birth-and- 
death (samsára), it is phenomenal existence governed by causes 
and conditions (pratitya), it is the empirical world of suffering due 
to ignorance, volition, desire and attachment (upádáya). And this 
very pratítyasamutpáda, viewed from the absolute standpoint of 
non-dual spiritual insight (prajñá), as totally freed from the de
pendence on causes and conditions (apratitya), freed from avidyá, 
karma, desire and attachment (anupádáya) is Niruána itself which 
is pure bliss (Shiva) and is free from any trace of plurality and 
suffering (prapañchopashama) ,2 Hence, viewed from the empirical

1. yah pratítyasamutpádah shünyatám lám prachaksmahe I sá prajñaptirupádáya 
pratipat saiva madhyamá II Mádhyamika-káriká, XXIV, 18.

2. yah pratltyasamutpádam prapañchopashamam shivaip. Ibid, Mangalácharana; 
and XXV, 9, 19, 20. ya ájavañjavibháva upádáya pratitya va I so'pratityan upádáya 
nirvánam upadishyate II XXV, 9.
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standpoint of thought, of causation and mutual dependence, shunya 
means svabhava-shunya or nihsvabhava, i.e., devoid of self-reality, 
devoid of independent existence, without any inner essence, con
ditional, relative; and viewed from the transcendental standpoint 
of spiritual insight (prajňá), shunya means prapaňcha-shunya or 
devoid of plurality and thought-determinations, the non-dual 
Absolute (Nirvana) which is transcendent to all the four catego
ries of thought (chatuskoti-vinirmukta tattva). Shunya in this sense 
is the symbol of fullness and round perfection (puma). Nifisvabhava 
in this sense means the Absolute, the indeterminate. Thus shunya 
is used in a double sense. It means relativity as well as reality, 
samsára as well as Nirvana, phenomena as well as the Absolute. 
That which is phenomenal, that which is conditional and depen
dent and therefore relative cannot be called ultimately real, even 
as borrowed wealth cannot be called real capital. All appearances 
(dharmas) being relative and dependent (pratityasamulpanna) have 
no real origination (paramarthato* nutpanna) and are therefore 
devoid of ultimate reality (svabhava-shunya, nihsvabhava, anatma). 
But they are not absolutely unreal (asat). They are indescribable 
(avachya, anabhilapydi) either as real or as unreal. The Real is the 
Absolute which is non-dual and transcendent to all plurality, 
suffering and thought-determ inations (prapaňcha-shunya, 
nisprapaňcha, chatuskoti-vinirmukta, advaya tattva). Shunya there
fore does not mean ‘void', it means, on the other hand, ‘devoid*, 
so far as appearances are concerned, ‘of self-reality’, and so far 
as Reality is concerned ‘of plurality and determinations’. Shunyata 
literally means ‘the attribute or the essence of shunya’, but both 
these terms, shunya and shunyata are freely used as synonyms. 
Shunya or shunyata is called madhyama pratipat or the middle path 
discovered by Buddha and the Shunyavádin calls himself 
Mádhyamika or the follower of the middle path, which avoids the 
two extremes of existence and non-existence, etemalism and 
nihilism, purity and impurity, one and many, etc. But the middle 
path is not a middle view between the two extreme views. The 
Mádhyamika makes it clear that the wise person who denies the 
two extremes does not stop at the middle, but transcends the 
middle also.1 The middle is a denial of the two primary categories

1. Samûdhiràja, p. 30.
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of sat and asat, which denial implies the denial of the two second
ary categories o f ‘both* and ‘neither*. The middle path, therefore, 
is a denial of all the four categories (koti) of thought. It is'a denial 
of all views (dr$ti-shünyatá) and is itself not a view. Nágáijuna 
warns us that those who mistake madhyamá-pratipat or shünyatá as 
a category or a view of thought (dr$ti) are incorregible and des
tined to doom.1 The Mádhyamika is as opposed to nihilism 
(nástitva-drsti or uchchheda-drsti) as he is to etemalism (sháshvata- 
dr$ti). Shünyata is Nirvana, the transcendent Real. But the Real 
is also immanent in phenomena and hence shünyata is the dharmata 
(the immanent reality) of the dharmas or phenomena and is also 
called Dharmadhátu. Shünyata is also identified with Buddha, the 
Tathágata, the Ens perfectissimum, the Absolute which is ‘always the 
same*. It is Bhütakoti (Reality) which isTathatá (Always the Same).

Thus we see that shünya or shünyata is prañtyasamutpáda, upádáya 
prajñaptih, madhyamá pratipat, samsdra and nirvana; and is identi
fied with the Real which is prapañchopashama, shiva, nihsvabháva, 
bhütakoti, paramártha, tathatá, dharmata, dharma-dhátu and 
Tathágata.2

IV. THE MADHYAMIKA DIALECTIC

The Mádhyamika dialectic is a critique of all speculative meta
physics. Each metaphysical system claims to offer a complete and 
a true picture of reality. It wants to drag down the Real into the 
cobweb df theories which it spins around it. Each system has its 
generating insight in, what has been called in Buddhism and 
Vedánta, ‘Transcendental Illusion* (avidyá) which supplies it with 
a basic unconscious bias for a particular concept which it 
universalises and accepts as a norm for evaluating all things and 
theories. This universalised concept which has no direct bearing 
on sensible facts, is called drsti or anta by the Mádhyamika, koti 
by Vedánta, and ‘Idea of Reason’ by Kant. These concepts give 
rise to warring schools of speculative metaphysics and their con
flicts are interminable as they cannot be settled by an appeal to 
sense-experience. Errors of common-sense can be corrected by 
scientific knowledge and conflicting hypotheses in science can be

1. Ibid., XIII, 8; XXIV, 11.
2. Lankavatam, p. 325; Also, tathatá bhOtakopshcha nirvanam paramárthatá I 

dharmadhátushcha paryayah shünyatáyah samásatah It
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verified or rejected by an appeal to sensible facts. When the 
categories of understanding transform the scattered raw-material 
supplied by the senses into empirical knowledge, it is objectively 
valid. Scientific knowledge belongs to this sphere. But when rea
son tries to enter the suprasensible sphere and pretends to give 
true knowledge of this reality, it miserably fails and gives us only 
‘Ideas of Reason*. Philosophic knowledge belongs to this sphere 
of the suprasensible. Disputes in philosophy can neither be proved 
nor disproved by any appeal to sense-experience. These disputes 
result in interminable conflicts. Thought has to work within sub- 
ject-object duality and is necessarily relational and therefore is 
beset with inherent contradictions. Thought works with its con
cepts and categories, but the Transcendent Real cannot be bound 
within them. All attempts of thought to categorise the Supreme, 
to describe the Indescribable, to determine the Indeterminate, to 
bind the Boundless, to catch the Transcendent within the network 
of its concepts and categories are doomed to fail. The Real is 
transcendent to thought and can be realised by non-dual spiritual 
experience. All views and theories are merely thought-construc- 
tions. They are ascriptions which thought flings on the Real and 
are therefore bound to be false. Dialectic is criticism from a higher 
level of self-consciousness which exposes the pretensions of thought 
to reveal the Real and shows that thought, instead of revealing 
the Real, distorts and falsifies it.

The Madhyamika criticises all views and theories. He turns 
them inside out and shows their hollowness. He does not advocate 
any view or theory of his own; he has no thesis of his own to prove. 
Kant in his ‘Antinomies of Reason* declares them insoluble by 
reason, because the arguments to prove the thesis as well as the 
antithesis are of equal strength and we are not in a position to 
take any decision in favour either of thesis or of antithesis. For 
him, a thesis is rejected because it is counter-balanced by an anti
thesis. For the Madhyamika, on the other hand, a thesis is rejected 
because it is self-contradictory and not because it is counter-bal
anced by an anti-thesis. Every thesis or anti-thesis is self-convicted 
because of its inherent contradictions. Also, rejection of a thesis 
does not logically entail acceptance of its anti-thesis or of any 
other thesis. According to him, it is not necessary that each 
participant to a philosophic dispute must have a view of his own; 
what is necessary is that both the participants, during discussion,
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must accept common rules of logic. The Mádhyamika during 
discussion, provisionally accepts the logic of the opponent, and 
by using reductio ad absurdum arguments (prasaňgápádana:) he 
reveals the inner contradictions in the thesis of the opponent and 
shows its absurdity with the help of the logic and with rules and 
procedure which the opponent himself accepts as valid. The logi
cal function of the dialectic is, therefore, purely negative, analytic 
and critical. But the Mádhyamika is not a self-condemned nihilist 
whose aim is to destroy everything and who relishes in shouting 
that he does not exist. He is not even a positivist who pins his 
faith to sense-experience and condemns metaphysics as sheer 
nonsense. He is not an agnostic or even a sceptic because for him 
the Real is not unknowable and he has the certitude of Buddha’s 
spiritual experience. He is a spiritual absolutist who accepts the 
Absolute, the non-dual blissful Real, transcendent to sfense, thought 
and speech and realisable by non-conceptual spiritual insight for 
which a rigorous spiritual discipline, including morality and yoga, 
is prescribed. His denial of speculative metaphysics shows that the 
Real is inaccessible to thought, but realisable by non-dual spiritual 
experience {prajňá or bodhi).

Though the logical function of the dialectic is purely negative 
and destructive, yet it reveals its positive side also. The Mádhyamika 
accepts that significant negation presupposes affirmation and rela
tivity itself is related to the Absolute and that, therefore, the denial 
of relative phenomena can be meaningful only with reference 
to the acceptance of an absolute reality transcendent to thought. 
The dialectic necessarily presupposes the distinction between the 
empirical and the transcendent truth and reality. This distinction, 
epistemically, is between two aspects of truth and, ontologically, 
between two levels of reality. Nágáijuna says that Buddha has 
preached his Dharma by accepting two truths, empirical (samvrti 
or ‘covering’) and absolute (paramartha) and those who do not 
understand this distinction cannot understand the reality of the 
deep teachings of Buddha.1 But the dialectic also makes it clear

1. dve satyc samupashritya Buddhánám dharma-deshaná I 
lokasamvfti satyam cha satyam cha paramárthatah II 
ye’nayor na vijánantí vibhágam satyayor dvayoh I 
te tattvam na vijánanii gambhlram Buddha-shásane II

—Madhyamika-káriká, XXIV, 8*9.
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that this distinction is made by relational thought and is therefore 
valid only empirically and not finally. There are not two different 
truths or two different sets of reality. The absolute truth is the only 
truth, while empirical ‘truth* is ‘truth so-called’; in fact it is falsity 
mistaken as ‘truth’ as long as the non-dual Real is not realised. 
But its authority in the phenomenal world which is the sphere of 
thought is unquestionable, for thought cannot condemn itself 
from its own standpoint.

Samvrti literally means ‘covering’. It ‘covers’ the Real and also 
makes it appear as something else. It is avidyd or ajhdna with its 
two aspects of ‘covering* and ‘projection*1. Chandrakirti says that 
samvrti is ajhdna which thoroughly veils the real;2 it is moha 
(delusion) which covers the Real and makes the false appear as 
true5. Samvrti is relative causation4. It is a symbolic device (sahketa) 
or a practical reality (lokavyavahdra)5. Chandrakirti divides samvrti 
into loka-samvrti and mithyd-samvrti;6 the former corresponds with 
vyavahara and the latter with pratibhasa in Vedanta. Samvrti is 
Ignorance or Illusion, which is non-apprehension as well as mis
apprehension of the Real.7 Sam-vrti works with thought-constructions 
and hence thought itself is called samvrti (buddhih samvrtiruchyate— 
Bodhicharyavatara, IX, 2). The a priori thought-categories are of 
the nature of transcendental Ignorance.8 The importance of samvrti 
lies in its being the ‘means* (updya) to realise the ‘end’ (upeya) 
of Nirvana? As a vessel is needed for fetching water so samvrti is 
necessary for understanding the teachings of Nirvana and for 
following spiritual discipline to realise the end.10

The empirical ‘truth* (samvrti) guarantees the empirical valid

1. abhütam khyäpayatyartham bhütaraàvpya vartate.—Quotated in Bodhicharyàvatàra- 
panjikä, p. 352.

2. samantäd âvarçnam samvrtir ajnänam. Mädhyamika Kärikä Vftti, p. 492.
3. mohah svabhävävaranäddhi samvftih satyam tayä khyäti yadeva kflrimam. 

Madhyamakävatära, VI, 29.
4. Mädhyamika Kärikä Vftti, p. 492.
5. Ibid.
6. Madhyamakàvatàra, VI, 25.
7. Tattväpratipattih mithyäpratipattirajftänam avidyeti. Quoted in Bodhicharyävatära- 

panjikä, p. 352.
8. VikaJpah svayameväyam avidyârùpatâm gatah. Ibid., p. 366.
9. upäyabhütam  vyavahärasatyam upeyabhiitam  param ärtha-satyam  I 

Madhyamakävatära, VI, 80.
10. nirvänädhigamopäyatväd avashyameva samvftirabhyupeyä bhäjanamiva 

salilärthineti—Mädhyamika Kärikä Vnti. p. 482.
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ity of the phenomenal world and prevents it on the level of thought 
from collapsing into an empty void or absolute unreality. Simi
larly, the transcendent Absolute is the only Reality and the phe
nomenal world is mistaken as real by thought till the realisation 
of the Absolute by non-dual prajhd or bodhi. Hence, for the 
Madhyamika, there is no distinction, ultimately, between the world 
of phenom ena (samsara) and the Absolute (Nirvana).' 
Pratityasamutpada viewed from the dependent and deluding stand
point of thought is the wheel of relative causation, the cycle of 
birth-and-death; but the same, realised by spiritual insight is the 
non-dual blissful Nirvana itself.2 It is the Real itself which appears. 
Phenomena and the Absolute are not two realities set apart from 
each other; the Absolute is the reality of phenomena. The dialectic 
which reveals the Absolute as transcendent to thought, at the 
same time, reveals it also as immanent in phenomena, as their 
inner reality or dharmata. Dialectic is the critical awareness of 
thought at a higher level of self-consciousness, which is analytical 
and reflective of its own nature as essentially relational, determi
nate, chained to subject-object duality and beset with inherent 
self-contradictions. It is also the awareness by thought of its limi
tation and its inability to grasp the Real, which awareness logically 
implies the reality of a higher non-dual spiritual knowledge or 
immediate experience which alone can realise the transcendent 
and blissful^Absolute by being one with i t  The positive side of 
the dialectic consists is emphasising the immanence of the Real 
in phenomena; the Absolute itself is the immanent inner reality 
of phenomena. Though the dialectic shatters the ultimate reality 
of phenomena, it does not condemn them as absolutely unreal 
or as mere ‘nothing’. They are declared as relative, dependent, 
‘neither real nor unreal’ appearances and their empirical validity 
is not questioned. The dialectic as self-conscious thought does not 
and cannot claim to reveal the Real, yet nothing can prevent it 
from realising its own limitation and from pointing to the Real 
as the undeniable transcendent and immanent ground* of all 
phenomena and to the non-dual spiritual insight in which it 
culminates and which is also the fruition of theoretical, practical 
and religious consciousness. The dialectic is not a speculative

1. Ibid., XXV, 19.
2. Ibid., opening verse 2; XXV, 9.
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jugglery. It has a spiritual purpose which shows that the Real is 
transcendent to thought and is to be realised by non-dual spiritual 
insight which is identical with the blissful Absolute or Nirvana, If 
this purpose is missed, the Mádhyamika dialectic would be 
misunderstood as intellectual acrobatics or at best as the logic of 
abstract identity.

It has been shown above that dialectic is a critique of thought 
itself. Thought works with its categories (drsti, vikalpa) but the 
Real cannot be categorised. As there are four categories of thought, 
four and only four views are possible on any subject. The first two 
categories are primary and the other two are secondary. The first 
category (sai) gives us thé view of Being, affirmation, permanence, 
substance, identity. The second category (asat) gives us the view 
of Non-Being, negation, change, modes, difference. Tl^e third 
category (sadasat or ubhaya) affirms both the first and the second 
and gives us the view either of syncretism or of synthesis of both 
identity and difference. The fourth category (anubhayd) denies both 
the first and the second and gives us the view of neither identity 
nor difference which-is the view of scepticism and agnosticism, of 
doubt and despair, of extreme non-committal (sandehaváda, 
ajñánaváda and ajñeyaváda). This category should not be confused 
with the ‘inexpressibility’ (anirvachaniyatS) of the dialectic, though 
both are expressed in the same verbal form of ‘neither real nor 
unreal’. The fourth category leads to doubt, despair, ignorance 
and unreflectively denies every view just for the sake of denial, 
while the dialectic questions the ability of thought to grasp the 
Real and reveals the inherent contradictions in every view of 
thought from a higher critical level of self-consciousness and 
declares it as an appearance, not reality. Nágárjuna and 
Chandraklrti take Sáñkhya as the representative of the first category, 
early Buddhism as an example of the second, Jainism as an advocate 
of the third and Chárváka and the ajñánavada of Sañjaya 
Velatthiputta (or Belatthaputta)1 as examples of the fourth. These 
four categories serve as the schema to classify the various systems 
of philosophy and the dialectic reveals their contradictory nature. 
Like Kant, the Mádhyamika believes that the categories of thought 
are empirically real and transcendentally ideal. The conflict in 
thought is interminable and can be got rid of only by rising to 
a higher plane of non-dual immediate spiritual experience.

1. Dïgha Nikàya, 2.
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V. APPLICATION OF THE DIALECTIC

(1) THE CRITIQUE OF CAUSATION

Dialectic is criticism of thought at a higher reflective level of self- 
consciousness. Its application, therefore, is unrestricted within 
phenomena in the sense that it applies to all speculative views or 
theories or systems woven by thought to catch the Real within 
their network. Dialectic is the critique of all philosophy. Causality 
has been the central problem of philosophy. AD the systems which 
believe in the efficiency of thought believe in real causation. The 
central teaching of Buddha is Pratityasamutpada or the Wheel of 
Dependent Causation. The HInayana schools interpreted it as real 
causation and developed the theory of momentariness and a 
philosophy of radical pluralism based, on it. The Madhyamika 
enters into a detailed and vehement criticism of this radical 
pluralism and correctly interprets Pratityasamutpada as relative, 
and therefore ultimately unreal, causation and revives Buddha’s 
absolutism. The Madhyamika dialectic, therefore, begins with the 
critique of causation.

Nagaijuna opens his great work, Mula-Madhyamaka-karika, by 
boldly proclaiming the doctrine of No-origination (ajdtivada). In 
the very first benedictory verse he gives his famous eight ‘nega
tions’ and in the second salutes Buddha, ‘the greatest of all teach-’ 
ers who has taught Pratityasamutpada', which is interpreted by the 
Madhyamika as shunyata. The eight ‘negations* are: no origina
tion, no cessation; no permanence, no momentariness; no iden
tity, no difference; no bondage, no liberation. This means that 
these eight characteristics belong only to phenomena and are 
denied to Noumenon. In the second verse two significant adjec
tives are used for Pratityasamutpada, of which one is negative and 
the other positive. The negative adjective is prapahchopashamam or 
cessation of prapahcha, The word prapahcha means the empirical 
existence of plurality, thought-categories and suffering; it is the 
beginningless cycle of samsara—the wheel of birth-and-death, which 
is symbolically expressed by the word duhkha (suffering) and which 
is due to beginningless avidya the transcendental illusion which 
covers the Real and projects through its innate thought-forms the 
world of phenomena. Pratityasamutpada is this wheel of causation 
or suffering. But as this causation is relative and ultimately unreal, 
Pratityasamutpada itself, viewed without causation and attachment,
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is also the cessation of this suffering or prapahcha. It is the Ab
solute or Nirvana itself. Lest this non-dual Absolute be mistaken 
only as a negative state free from suffering, Nagaijuna is cautious 
enough to add the second positive adjective immediately after the 
negative one. This positive adjective is ‘shivam’ which means pure 
bliss. So the Absolute or Nirvana is not only the cessation of all 
suffering, but is also pure, unalloyed, limitless bliss1. It may be 
noted here that the Upanisads repeatedly declare Brahma or Atmd 
to be Prapahchopashamam and Shivam, to be shantam, shivam and 
advaitam.2

After the benedictory verses, Nagaijuna begins his work with 
a devastating criticism of causality. The very first verse of the 
Kdrika declares: Never and nowhere can anything have an origi
nation, either out of itself or out of something else or out of both 
or out of neither (i.e., out of sheer chance).3 The Absolute can 
have no origination because it is always and everywhere, transcen
dent to origination, decay and destruction. The phenomenal world 
too can have no real origination for, being the appearance of the 
Real, it is non-different from it. Causation operates only within 
phenomena which are mutually dependent and casually related. 
Its empirical validity is guaranteed, but ultimately, it is an appear
ance, not reality.

On the problem of causation, as on any other problem of 
thought, only four views are possible. The relation between cause 
and effect may be conceived as that of identity or of difference 
or of both "or of neither.

The first view advocates identity between cause and effect The 
effect is taken as the self-expression of the cause. The effect is implicitly 
contained in the cause (sat-karyavada). This is the theory of self
becoming or self-production (svatah utpada). The effect'is not a new 
creation. The cause continues in and is identical with the effect 
There is substantial identity between the two. The effect is a real 
transformation or modification (parindma) of the cause. This view

1. anirodham-anutpadam-anuchchhedam-ashashvatam I 
anckartham-ananariham-anagamam-anirgamam II
yah pralltyasamutpadam prapahchopashamam shivam I 
deshayamasa sambuddhas tarn vandc vadatam varam II

—Mddhyamika-kdnka, opening verses.
2. For example, Mandukya, 7; Taitiariya, II, 1; Brhadaranyaka, III-9-28, IV-3-23.
3. na svato napi parato na dvabhyam napyahetutah I utpanna jatu vidyante bhavah 

kvachana kechana II M.K., I, 1
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is advocated by Sarikhya, older Vedanta and the later schools of 
theistic Vedanta. The Madhyamika criticises this view by saying that 
identity militates against causation. Pure identity is impossible^without 
difference it cannot even be expressed. If the effect is contained in 
the cause, it is already an existent fact and its further production is 
useless. There is no point in unnecessary reduplication (utpada- 
vaiyarthya). Besides, there will be no end to this useless process of 
self-duplication (anavastha-dosa). Moreover, creation should be 
simultaneous and not successive, for it would be logical for the cause 
to manifest at once everything contained in it in order to save the 
trouble of infinite duplication. Again, there should be no novelty 
and variety in this universe, because the cause would go on duplicating 
itself ad nauseam without giving rise to the variety of effects. Further, 
if the distinction between cause and effect is denied, there would 
be no causation; and if the distinction between the two is maintained, 
there would be no self-causation. The advocate of self-causation 
replies that he denies only the substantial difference between cause 
and effect and not the modal difference between the states of the 
same substance. But even this admission that cause and effect are 
identical as substance and different as modes does not solve the 
difficulty, for, it gives up the theory of pure identity. Again, his reply 
that the effect is only potentially contained in the cause and that 
when it is actualised, its manifestation (abhivyakti) is certainly new, 
does not remove the difficulty. In this case, the manifestation itself 
would be reahcausation and the cause being treated as self-contained 
nothing should prevent it from actualising its potentiality at once. 
And then, such creation should be simultaneous and not successive. 
Moreover, the cause and the effect cannot be identical regarding 
the manifest form, otherwise clay would serve the same purpose as 
a pot does.

The second view advocates difference between cause and ef
fect The effect is not implicitly present in the cause (asat-kaiyavada). 
It is a new creation and its existence begins with its production 
(drambhavada). Causation is emergent, not continuous. The effect 
is produced not out of itself but out of the cause which is different 
from it (paratah utpada). This view is advocated by Nyaya-Vaishesika 
and in its extreme form by early Buddhism. The Madhyamika 
criticises this view by showing that pure difference, like pure 
identity, is impossible. Without identity, it cannot even be ex
pressed. There can be no negation without affirmation. If the
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cause and the effect are totally different, then they are not rel
evant to each other. Then, nothing would produce anything or 
anything would produce everything (sarvasambhava-prasanga). The 
cause would always be an ‘other’ to the effect. Then, light should 
produce darkness, water should change into curd, and sand, when 
crushed, should yield oil, as ‘otherness* is common to both cause 
and non-cause. If it is replied that the cause is not one, but a series 
of several factors (pratyaya) which cooperate in producing an effect, 
the difficulties would be increased. What turns these several dis
connected factors into a cause or causes? What accounts for their 
cooperation? If some other factor is brought in to explain this 
coordination, it would lead to the fallacy of infinite regress 
(anavastha-dosa). Hence, either difference or causadon is to be 
given up.

The third view combines the above two views byinsisting on 
identity as well as difference between cause and effect Causadon 
is condnuous as well as emergent (svatah paratah utpada). The 
combination may be only a syncretism, as in Jainism, if both 
identity and difference are separately and equally emphasised. Or, 
it may be a synthesis, as, later on, in Ramanuja, if identity and 
difference are fused into one with substantial emphasis on iden
tity, difference being treated as a mode or attribute of identity. 
The former combination represents the view of identity-and-dif- 
ference, the latter that of identity-in-difference. The Madhyamika 
criticises this view by showing that identity and difference, being 
opposed to each other, cannot be put together or synthesised. If 
the cause and the effect are neither identical nor different, how 
can they be both? This view contains the contradictions found in 
both the views which it tries to combine. The other alternative 
of identity-in-difference, though valid for thought, cannot be taken 
to be ultimate. If identity and difference are treated as 
contradictories, their synthesis is out of question; and even if they 
are taken as contraries, their synthesis cannot be real, for, one 
of them would be treated as principal and the other dependent 
and the dependent, in the last analysis, would be found to be 
dispensible and would melt into the other. This view, then, would 
reduce itself either to the first or to the second.

The fourth view believes that things are produced by sheer 
chance (ahetutah utpada) and there is no invariable relation be
tween cause and effect; there is mere succession but no causation
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(svabháva-váda). This is the view of the materialist Chárváka, of 
the sceptics, who are extreme empiricists and of the ajñánavádins 
like Sañjaya mentioned in the DIgha Nikáya (2). The Mádhyamika 
shows that this view degenerates into self-condemned nihilism.

Thus the Mádhyamika finds all views of causation inconsistent 
and self-contradictory. He, therefore, concludes that causation is 
an appearance, not reality.1 It is valid within the empirical world, 
but cannot be extended to the Absolute.

(2) CRITICISM OF SOME OTHER CATEGORIES

Like the category of causality, every category of thought is found 
to be self-contradictory when analysed by dialectic. Every object 
of thought, every phenomenon is relative, dependent and there
fore only an appearance, not reality. Origination and cessation, 
permanence and change, motion and rest, substance and quality, 
time and space, identity and difference, agent and action, mind 
and matter, terms and relations, self and the mental states, bond
age and liberation, all these are thought-constructs which melt 
into appearances when their inner contradictions are exposed by 
the heat of the dialectic. Dependence and relativity are marks of 
the empirical which is ‘neither real nor unreal*.

Before the mighty strokes of the destructive dialectic of 
Nágáijuna and Chandraklrti, the entire structure of phenomena 
crumbles down like a house of cards or a palace on sand; though 
its empiricalvalidity is admitted. Ultimately, all objects of thought 
turn out to be thought-constructions foisted on the Real by avidyá 
or transcendental illusion; they are mutually dependent, relational 
and, therefore, false in the sense of ‘neither real nor unreal*.

Motion and rest are mutually dependent and so ultimately are 
unreal. We cannot travel a path which has already been travelled, 
nor can we travel a path which is not yet travelled. And a path 
which has neither been travelled nor yet to be travelled is also 
not being travelled. The mover does not move; the non-mover 
of course does not move. What is that third, then, which is neither 
a mover nor a non-mover, which can move? Hence motion, mover 
and destination are all unreal.2 Similarly, the seer, the seen and 
the sight are also unreal.3

1. Mádhyamika Kárika, I, 1-14 (wilh Chandraklrti’s Vftti)
2. Ibid., Chapter II
3. Ibid., Chapter III.



56 The Advaita Tradition in Indian Philosophy

The five skandhas are also unreal. For example, matter (rupd) 
does not exist. If it exists it has no cause because it already exists, 
and if it does not exist then too it has no cause, as it is a non
entity like a hare’s horn; and uncaused matter is impossible. 
Similarly, feeling (vedana), conception (samjhd), forces (samskara) 
and individual consciousness (vijhdna) are all unreal.1 The ele
ments of earth, water, fire and air, and space are also unreal.2

We know only the attributes or qualities, we do not know the 
substance. Without attributes we cannot perceive a substance and 
without a substance attributes cannot exist. Substance and attributes 
are neither the same nor different Both are relative and so unreal.3

The Madhyamika refutes the doctrine of momentary elements 
of Hinayana. It is a false and unwarranted superstructure built on 
Buddha’s teaching. It is wrong to interpret Pratityasamutpada as 
the temporal sequence of origin and cessation of momentary 
elements. Causation is relative and not real. This doctrine of 
universal momentariness collapses into nihilism. Buddha was 
even more opposed to it than he was to the opposite view of 
etemalism. Origination, duration and cessation can characterise 
a compositive substance, neither singly nor jointly. The existent 
needs no origination and the non-existent cannot originate. If 
there is no origination, how can there be duration and cessation?4 
These characteristics apply to a thing neither successively nor 
simultaneously. If these are taken to apply to a thing successively 
(kramashah), we shall have a thing which has either origination 
only or duration only or cessation only, without the other two. 
And if these are taken to apply to a thing simultaneously (yugapat), 
it would be absurd, for these mutually opposed characteristics 
cannot belong to a thing at the same time.5 Again, origination 
also, being a thing, should be subject to origination, duration 
and cessation înd this would lead to the fallacy of infinite regress6. 
There can, therefore, be no momentary entities flashing into

1. Ibid. Ch. IV.
2. Ibid. Ch. V.
3. Ibid , Ch. VII.
4. Ibid
5. utpâda-sthiti-bhartgânâm yugapannàsti sambhavah I kramashah sambhavo nâsti 

sambhavo vidyate kutah? II Chatuhshataka, 361; Also Mädhyamika Kàrikâ, VII, 2.
6. Mädhyamika Kàrikâ, VII, 3, and vftii on i t
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existence for a moment and then ceasing to exist. Neither the 
momentary nor the permanent can be causally efficient. Causa
tion is relative and this alone can vindicate the empirical validity 
of the world. To imagine permanent entities or momentary el
ements as constituting the essence of this world is to make it 
eternal or to reduce it to zero and in either case we have a flagrant 
contradiction of experience.

Buddha said that the universe is beginningless and endless. 
And it is an accepted canon of logic, urges Nagaijuna, that if a 
thing does not exist in the beginning and in the end , it cannot 
exist in the middle also1. Hence, beginning, middle and end; 
birth, duration and death are all unreal.

Change too is unreal. If the changeless does not exist, then 
what is it that changes? And if a thing is changeless, how can it 
change?2 If the Real does not exist, what is that which appears? 
And if it is Real, how can it be an appearance? Again, if action 
is real, it will be eternal and actionless. Then all empirical life will 
collapse. Action, agent and result are all unreal.3 The individual 
self is neither identical with nor different from the mental states. 
If the self is identical with the mental states, then it too, like the 
states, will be subject to change, to birth, decay and death; and 
if it is different from them, it cannot be known4. Neither they who 
uphold the identity of the self and the mental states, nor they who 
advocate their difference know the real teaching of Buddha.5 
Bondage and liberation, samsdra and Nirvana, are also ultimately 
unreal. If bondage is unreal, how can liberation be real? Ulti
mately even the consciousness of attainment of Nirvana is an 
appearance. Time, space, substance, attribute, relation, causation, 
self, object, identity, difference, etc., are the constructions of the 
categories of thought which are due to avidyk. When avidyd, 
alongwith the T  and the ‘mine*, is removed by Prajna, the cycle 
of birth and death comes to a stand-still.6

1. naivagram nävaram yasya tasya madhyam kuto bhavet? Ibid., XI, 2.
2. kasya syäd anyathäbhävah svabhävash chen na vidyate I kasya syäd anyathäbhävah 

svabhävo yadi vidyate II ibid., XIII, 4.
3. Ibid., XVII, 30.
4. Ibid., XXVII, 6-7.
5. Ibid., X, 16.
6. Ibid., XVIU, 4.



58 TIieAdvaita Tradition in Indian Philosophy

VI. SHUNYATÁ EXPLAINED AND OBJECTIONS ANSWERED

The meaning and significance of shunyata have already been 
explained before.1 People, says Nágáijuna, not understanding the 
meaning of shunyata, wrongly accuse us of nihilism. Mistaking 
shunyata in the sense of mere negation they urge that we have 
negated all phenomena, that we have utterly denied bondage and 
liberation, the four Noble Truths, the Order, the Religion and 
even the Buddha, and that we have logically no room even for 
practical compromises.2 We reply: These people do not under
stand even the meaning of shunyata much less its significance. 
Misunderstanding shunyata in the sense of mere negation, they 
wrongly criticise us and charge us with defects which shunyata 
does not possess.5

If everything is ashunya (non-relative or absolute), tjien it must 
exist independently and must be absolutely real. Then there should 
be no dependent origination and hence no production, no des
truction, no birth, no death, no bondage, no liberation, no Noble 
Truths, no Order, No Religion and no Buddha. Everything being 
real should be eternal, unchanging (kútastha) and motionless. 
Then there should be no change, no variety, no world.4 Thus, 
those who maintain the absolute reality of world-objects under
mine the distinction between the relative and the absolute with 
the result that in their zeal to preserve the reality of the world 
they lose even the phenomenal. By denying shunyata in the sense 
of relativity and dependent origination, they negate all phenom
ena and all worldly practices.5 They are unmindful of the absur
dities in their own view and forgetting the defects in their own 
view, like a rider who forgets the very horse he is riding on, they 
wantonly fling their own defects on us.6 On the other hand, if 
everything is shunya in the sense of absolute negation, then the 
world cannot be called even an appearance. Verily the hare’s

1. Supra, pp. 45-45.
2. Mádhyamika kaňka, XXIV, 1-6.
3. Ibid., XXIV, 7 and 13.
4. Ibid., XXIV, 20-38.
5. sarvasamvyavaháránshcha laukikán pratibádhase I

yai pralityasamutpádashúnyatám pratibádhase II Ibid., XXIV, 36.
6. sa tvam dosán átmaninán asmásu paripátayan I 

ashvamevábhirúqlhah san ashvamevási vismfiah II Ibid., XXIV, 15.
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horn does not even appear. Thus, we who accept shunyatá as 
relativity can explain everything in the world as empirically real, 
while those who deny shunyatá negate everything.1

In his Vigraha-Vyávarttaní with his own commentary, Nágárjuna 
gives the anticipated objections of the opponents against shunyatá 
and refutes all of them. The main arguments of the opponents 
are:

(1) Shunyatá which denies the existence of all dharmas is not 
true:

(a) Because the arguments used for the existence of shunyatá are 
also unreal.

(b) And if they are not unreal, they underm ine the 
Shůnyavádinfs premises for then he at least maintains the 
reality of his arguments.

(c) And there is no pramána to establish shunyatá.
(d) And shňnyaváda which negates everything is a self-con

demned nihilism.

Nágárjuna replies:

(1) Shunyatá which denies the ultimate reality of all dharmas is 
true:

(a) Because the ultimate unreality of arguments does not ren
der shunyatá as unreal; it reveals its relativity only.

(b) Our arguments do not undermine our premises. We do 
not say: This particular argument of ours is true, while all 
othéfs are false. We say: All arguments are ultimately unreal.2 
We have no thesis of our own to prove and hence no words 
and no arguments. How can we be charged with defects 
then?3 But from the empirical stand-point we admit the 
reality of the arguments because the empirical cannot be 
condemned by its own logic.4

(c) The validity of pramánas themselves cannot be established.

1. sarvam cha yujyatc lasya shunyatá yasya yujyate I
sarvam na yujyate tasya shCnyam yasya na yujyatc II Ibid., XXIV, 14.

2. Vigraha-vyavarttani, Káriká 22, 67 and Vrtti. yadi hi vayam brúmah idam vachanam 
ashunyam shcsáh sarvabháváh shůnyáh iti tato vaisamikatvam syát, na 
chaitadevam. Ibid., p. 12.

3. násti cha mama pratijňá tasman naivasti me dosah I —Ibid., K.29.
4. Ibid.t p. 14.
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k  pramana like fire cannot prove itself. If fire can enkindle 
itself, it will also bum itself. A pramana cannot be estab
lished by another pramana for this will lead to infinite 
regress. A pramana cannot be proved by a prameya, for a 
prameya itself is to be proved by a pramana. And a pramana 
of course cannot be proved at random by accident.1

(d) We are not nihilists. We believe in the relativity of the 
phenomena and the non-duality of the Absolute. We do 
not negate anything; there is nothing to be negated except 
illusion. Hence the charge that we negate everything is 
falsely made by our opponents.2

Chandraklrd fully supports and explains Nagaijuna. He up
holds the Prasahgika-Madhyamika school of Buddhapalita which 
condemns independent reasoning against the Svatantra- 
Madhyamika .school of Bhavaviveka which wants to support 
Shunyavada by independent reasoning. Chandraklrd says that for 
him who accepts the ultimate validity of logic the Madhyamika 
system is a hindrance rather than a help.5 Logic has only a nega- 
dve value for us. We only refute the view of our opponent without 
however, accepdng the opposite view or any other view. Our words 
are not policemen. They cannot arrest us. They simply enable us 
to express something.4 Uldmately every argument is either unreal 
(asiddha) or self-contradictory (tnruddha). But then, urges the 
opponent, is not this very argument, being an argument, uld
mately unreal or self-contradictory? Chandraklrd replies: This 
objecdon is valid only against those who give an independent 
status to reasoning. We simply repudiate the arguments of our 
opponents. We have no thesis of our own to prove. We are not 
posidvely proving that every argument is either unreal or self- 
contradictory for the simple reason that we cannot do so. We 
accept the empirical reality of logic, but it is a reality which 
uldmately undermines itself. We point out to our opponent that 
his thesis cannot be proved even by his own logic. We have no 
thesis of our own and no logic of our own to prove it. We only

1. Ibid., K. 32-52.
2. pratiçcdhayâmi näham kinchit prati$edhyamasli na cha kiftchiL Ibid., K. 64.
3. Mädhyamika-Vrtti, pp. 24-5.
4. na hi shabdâ dândapâshikâ iva vaktàram asvatantrayand—Ibid., p. 24.
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demonstrate negatively and by the logic accepted by the oppo
nents that every argument or view is self-contradictory and ulti
mately unreal.1 Criticism of all views is itself not a view; rejection 
of all. theories is itself not a theory.

Chandrakirti also makes it clear that the objections of the op
ponents are based on a confusion between the two standpoints, 
the relative and the Real. The Real is beyond all duality, all as
sertions and denials, all belief and doubt, all the categories of 
thought. The saints who have realised Nirvana remain merged in 
its bliss. They have risen above thought and language. This high
est state is silence.2 But when the saints want to impart instruction 
about the Real, they do so from the standpoint of samvrti by 
employing thought and language. But even from this standpoint 
of empirical truth, they have no thesis or argument of their own 
to put forward. They resort to thought and language as a practical 
necessity and make others understand by commonly accepted 
arguments and logical methods that the Real is beyond the cat
egories of thought and beyond language and can be realised by 
non-dual spiritual experience.3 Even the teachings of Buddha are 
from the empirical standpoint.4

Shunyatd is the transcendence of all views (drsti-shunyata). Those 
who mistake it as a view (shunyatd-drsti) are declared as hopelessly 
incurable.5 We are warned that shunyatd, if wrongly understood 
in the sense of a category of thought, will lead to the philosophi
cal doom of the person who misunderstands it, just as a snake, 
if carelessly, caught at the wrong end, will bite the person who 
catches it and will kill him by its poison or just as wrong knowl
edge may prove dangerous or tantra, if wrongly practised, will

1. svatantramanumanam bruvatam ayam do?o jayate. na vayam svatantram 
anumanam prayanjmahe, parapraiijrtani$cdhaphalatvad asmad anumananam— 
Ibid,, p. 34.

2. paramartho hi aryanam tu$nimbhavah—Ibid., p. 57.
3. na khalu arya lokasamvyavaharenopapattim varnayanti, kintu lokata eva y5 

prasiddhopapattis lain paravabodhartham abhyupctya tayaiva lokam bodhayanti— 
Ibid., p. 57.

4. laukika cva darshanc slhilva BuddhSnam bhagavatam dharmadeshana.—Ibid., 
p. 75.

5. shunyata sarvadf?|inam prokia nihsaranam Jinaih I
yc?am tu shunyata-dn(is tanasadhyan babhS$ire II —Madhyamika Kdrika, XIII, 8.
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destroy the person who practises it.1 Chandraklrti quotes Ratnakuta 
Sutra to the effect: A doctor administers a drug to cure a patient. 
Now this drug after throwing all impurities out of the stomach, 
does not itself come out, but remains in the stomach to disturb 
it, do you think, O Kashyapa, that the patient is cured ?2 In the 
same Sutra we find: Shunyata is the giving up of all views; he, O 
Kashyapa, who mistakes it as a view is incurable.3 If a person says 
to another: ‘I shall give you nothing*, and the latter replies: ‘Please 
give me this “nothing*”, how can he be made to understand the 
meaning of ‘nothing’?4

Chandraklrti distinguishes the Madhyamika from the nihilist 
(ndstika) by saying that the Madhyamika is an absolutist who goes 
beyond both affirmation and negation, while the nihilist clings to 
absolute negation which is a self-condemned view; the Madhyamika 
does not deny empirical reality to phenomena, while the nihilist 
does deny it; the Madhyamika shunyata is not negation but rela
tivity, while the nihilist, in a self-contradictory manner, negates 
everything. Though ultimately the world is unreal for both, yet 
the vital difference between them lies in the fact that the 
Madhyamika, by making a distinction between the relative and 
the absolute, preserves everything from the relative standpoint of 
thought, while the nihilist who does not believe in this distinction 
loses even the phenomenal and lands in self-condemned void. 
Chandraklrti illustrates the difference between the two by this 
example: Suppose a person has committed theft. Now a man, not 
knowing this gives evidence, simply prompted by the enemies of 
the thief that that person is the thief. Another man who caught 
the thief flagrante delicto also gives evidence to the same effect. The 
evidence in both cases is the same. But the former man is a liar 
even though he has unintentionally spoken the truth, while the 
latter man is truthful because he knows and has intentionally told 
the truth. The difference between the nihilist and the Madhyamika 
is the difference between the former and the latter.5

1. vinâshayati durdfçtà shünyatä mandamedhasam I
sarpo yalhâ durgrhito vidyâ vä du$prasädhilä II—ibid., XXIV, II.

2. Mädhyamika Vftti, p. 248.
3. Ibid., (See supra, p. 41)
4. Ibid., pp. 247-8.
5. Ibid., p. 368.
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Nagaijuna says that shunyatd, viewed through avidya, through 
the glasses of dependent causation and relativity, viewed sub specie 
temporis, is the phenomenal world of plurality and suffering or the 
cycle of birth-and-death constituting bondage. And the same 
shunyatd, viewed through prajna or non-dual experience, without 
relativity and attachment, viewed sub specie aetemitatis, is liberation 
or nirvana, the blissful Absolute.1 Buddha has repeatedly asked 
us to rise above all categories of thought, to transcend the duality 
of thesis and antithesis, to go beyond affirmatioq and negation, 
beyond existence and non-existence. Buddha has declared this 
phenomenal world constructed by a priori thought-categories as 
an appearance; it is ‘neither real nor unreal*, ‘neither existent nor 
non-existent* and has asked us to realise nirvana by transcending 
the thought-forms and attaining non-dual spiritual experience. 
Nagarjuna says: Please ask the Sarikhyas, the Vaishesikas, the Jainas, 
the Soul-upholders (pudgalavddins) and the Skandhavadins whether 
they declare the world as ‘neither existent nor non-existent*. The 
Real transcends all thought-forms and the phenomenal is the 
relative as it is an appearance which is neither existent nor non
existent, neither real nor unreal—this is the noble present or gift 
of our Religion, the deep truth, the nectar of the teaching of 
Buddha.2

Vn. NAIRATMYAVADA

Nairatmyavada or anatmavada has been discussed in detail above.3 
Nairatmyavada has been interpreted by Hinayana as the denial 
of the reality of the individual self (pudgala-nairatmya). This is 
partial. Mahayana declares not only the individual self as unreal 
but also all objects of thought as equally unreal (dharma-nairdtmya) . 
Buddha has repeatedly rejected both the views of eternalism and 
nihilism. Hinayana rejects only the eternal ego and the eternal 
objects, but glorifies the nihilistic view by accepting the reality of

1. Madhyamika Kdrika, XXV, 9; See supra, pp. 43 and 49.
2. sasankhyaulukya-nirgrantha-pudgalaskandhavadinam I 

prchchha lokam yadi v'adatyasu-nastivyalikrarnam II
dharmayautakamityasman nastyastitvavyatikramam I viddhi gambhiramityuktam 
Buddhan&m shasanamrtam II —RatndvaU, I, 61-2.

3. See supra, pp. 25-36.
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the fleeting mental states and of the momentary dharmas. In 
Buddha and Mahayana, the denial of the self is not the denial of 
the empirical validity of the ego, but only the denial of the false 
notion which mistakes the empirical ego as an eternal spiritual 
substance and objectifies it. To take the self as an eternal sub
stance is to cling to it eternally and this is avidya par excellence, 
which is the root cause of all attachment, desire, misery and 
bondage. It gives rise to the four kinds of suffering (klesha) which 
are self-notion {atma-drsti), self-delusion (atma-moha), self-pride 
(dtma-mana) and self-love (alma-sne/ia). Atma-drsti is pudgala or 
satkaya drsti, which mistakes the empirical ego as an eternal sub
stance.

Avidya or transcendental Ignorance with the help of its a priori 
categories throws as it were a two-fold veil on the subject as well 
as on the object. The first veil, which covers the real nature of 
the subject and makes it appear as the individual self is called ‘the 
veil of suffering' {kleshavarana), because it gives rise to all kinds 
of suffering. The second veil which covers the real nature of the 
object and makes it appear as a real physical or mental object is 
called ‘the veil on object’ {jneyavarana), because it gives rise to 
false knowledge of the object. The subject and the object are 
mutually dependent and related. Both of them are appearances 
of the Absolute. The intuitive realisation that the individual self 
which is the source of the false nodons of the ‘I’ and the ‘mine’ 
and the root cause of suffering is uldmately unreal (pudgala- 
nairatmya) and is, in fact, the blissful Absolute itself, removes the 
‘veil on the subject’ which consdtutes suffering (kleshavarana). 
And the intuidve realisation that the object which appears as the 
‘thing-in-itself is, infact, an a priori thought-coristruct, which is 
uldmately unreal (dharma-nairdtmya) and is not different from 
the Absolute which is its immanent reality, removes the ‘veil on 
the object' {jneyavarana) and cancels the distorting function of 
thought-categories, leaving the non-dual Real to shine in its pris
tine purity. This immediate realisation in its two-fold aspects is 
called nairdtmyavada and is equated with shunyata, The word 
nairatmya or anatma means ‘devoid of self (i.e., ultimate reality)’ 
or ‘devoid of self-reality or independent existence’; it stands for 
the mutually dependent or relative, for that which is an appear
ance of the real. Thus nairatmya-vada is a synonym of pratitya- 
samutpada and is identified with shunyata. Shantideva says that
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shunyatá is nairátmya of pudgala and dharma, which at once cancels 
kleshávarana and jneyavarana.1

Nágáijuna declares that Buddha has preached nairatmya in order 
to make us realise that the entire phenomenal world of subjects 
and objects is an appearance and that therefore wc should try to 
realise the Real, the nirvana, through immediate spiritual expe
rience. The individual self cannot be reduced to the changing 
mental states diat arise and perish; how can the subject of expe
rience be identical with the experienced content?2 Nor can the 
self be treated as an immutable substance different from the mental 
states, for we do not find any self without the mental states3. 
Hence, neither those who advocate the identity of the self and 
the mental states nor those who advocate their difference, know 
the real meaning of the teaching of Buddha.4 The self and the 
mental states are relative and ultimately unreal. Like the selves, 
all objects of thought, whether they are the momentary elements 
(dharma) of HInayana or the permanent entities like primordial 
Matter (prakrii) or atoms (paramanu) of the non-Buddhists, are 
relative and ultimately unreal. Nágáijuna says that to the begin
ners, Buddha has preached the existence of the empirical self, so 
that they may not give up cultivation of moral virtues, to those 
who are a little advanced he has preached that there is no self 
as an eternal substance, and to those who are highly advanced he 
has preached that both the self and the mental states are mutually 
dependent and ultimately unreal.5 Aryadeva says that nairatmya is 
the non-dual blissful experience of the Buddhas, the Enlightened, 
which transcends thought and language and which frightens those 
who are entangled in the meshes of the categories of thought!6

VIII. NIRVÁNA

It is sometimes believed that in HInayana, nirvana is a negative 
state of the cessation of all desires and suffering like th^ extinc

1. kleshajneyavrtitamah-pratipak$o hi shunyatá.—Bodhicharyávatára, IX, 55.
2. Mádhyamika Káriká, XXVII, 6.
3. Ibid., XXVII, 7.
4. átmanashcha satattvam ye bhávánám cha prthak pfthak I 

nirdishanti na tán manye shásanasyárthakovidán II Ibid., X, 16.
5. See supra, p. 33.
6. advitiyam shivadváram kudrpnám bhayaňkaram I

vi$ayah sarvabuddhánám iti nairátmyam uchyate II—Chatuhshataka, 288.
Also, advitiyam shivadváram ato nairátmyadarshanam.— Tattvasaňgraha, 3492.
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tion of the flame of a lamp when its oil is exhausted, and the saint 
who obtains nirudna is literally ‘blown out of existence1. But there 
are many passages and verses even in the Pali canon, which des
cribe nirudna as an eternal and blissful positive state. Buddha’s 
teaching regarding Nirvana was too repeated and too emphatic 
to be missed. There can be no Buddha without Nirudna and no 
Buddhism without Buddha. No school of Buddhism has taken 
nirudna in the sense of a purely negative state. Theravada and 
Sarvastivada take nirudna as an asamskrta dharma, an eternal 
uncaused positive entity in which there is complete cessation of 
sufferings. Sautrantika criticises this and says that nirudna cannot 
be a positive dharma] this does not mean that nirudna is taken by 
him as abhdvamatra or mere negation. The negative expressions 
about nirudna merely show that there is complete annihilation of 
suffering in it and not that nirudna itself is annihilation.

The Madhyamika points out that the HInayana schools have 
failed to understand the real teachings of Buddha about nirudna. 
Theravada and Sarvastivada mistake nirudna as an eternal uncaused 
element (asamskrta dharma) in which there is cessation of suffer
ings. Nirudna is certainly eternal and uncaused and beyond suf
fering, but it is not an element or dharma, not even an uncaused 
element or asamskrta dharma. It is the inner essence (svabhava), 
the immanent reality (dharmata) of all dharmas. There is no el
ement, entity, thing or object, says Nagaijuna, which is not de
pendent and relational. Any uncaused object (asamskrta dharma) 
or absolute non-relational object (ashunya dharma) is a contradic
tion in terms. This does not mean that there is no Absolute; it 
only means that the Absolute cannot be an object, it cannot be 
objectified.

The Absolute or Nirudna is beyond sense, thought and lan
guage. It is supra-sensuous (atindriya), indeterminate (xnkalpar 
shunya) jmd inexpressible (aniruachaniya) . It is non-dual (advaya) 
and beyond plurality (prapahcha-shiinya). It is called chatufkotivinir- 
mukta or beyond the four categories of thought. It is beyond 
affirmation, negation, both or neither. It cannot be determined 
by any or all of these predicates. It is free from all empirical 
predicates, all determinations, all relations, all thought-forms or 
categories. It cannot be categorised, determined, objectified or 
phenomenalised. If it is viewed as ‘existent’, as an ‘ms’, as a positive 
element (bhava), then like other empirical elements (dharmas) or
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entities, it would be subject to dependent causation (sainskrta), to 
origination, decay and death, for no entity or object can be 
uncaused and independent.1 And nirvana is admitted as uncaused 
and independent. Nor can nirvana be treated as ‘non-existent’, 
as a 'non-ens', as mere negation (abháva), for it would then be 
neither real nor independent2. Nor can it be both existent and 
non-existent, for, these, like light and darkness, are opposed to 
each other. And to say that it is neither is to give up thinking and 
embrace nihilism.5 Nirvana is the transcendence of all thought- 
categories. It is neither abandoned nor acquired, neither momen
tary nor eternal, neither destroyed nor produced.4 Nirvana is the 
giving up of all views of thought, of existence and non-existence, 
etc.5 Nirvana is the cancellation of all categorisations, of all thought- 
constructions of transcendental Ignorance by non-dual spiritual 
experience.6 Shunyatá itself which is the non-dual Real where all 
plurality is removed is called Nirvana? Nágaijuna defines the Real 
thus: The Real is the self-existent Absolute which is realised through 
immediate spiritual experience (apara-pratyayam), which is bliss
fully calm (shántam), which transcends the plurality and suffering 
of phenomenal life (prapaňchairaprapaňchitam), which is beyond 
all determinations of thought (nirvikalpam) and which is supra- 
relational and non-dual (anánártham)—this is the definition 
(laksanam) of the Real (tattva)* It is identified with Prajňápáramita, 
Bodhi or Advayajňána which is the highest intuitional knowledge, 
the non-dual realisation, the immediate spiritual experience. The 
trinity of empirical knowledge, knower, known and knowledge or 
subject, object and their relation, is transcended here. The Real 
cannot be determined in any way by thought-categories. Even 
existence, unity, eternality, joy, goodness, consciousness, etc., can
not be affirmed or denied of it. True, the Absolute exists; nay,

1. Mádhyamika Kaňká, XXV, 5-6.
2. Ibid., XXV, 7-8.
3. Ibid., XXV, 14, 16.
4. aprahinam asamp rap tam anuchchhinnam asháshvatam I 

aniruddham anutpannam ctan nirvánám uchyate II Ibid., XXV, 3.
5. bhávábhávaparamarshak$ayo nirvánamuchyate I Ratnávati, 1,42. Also, Mádhyamika 

Káňká, XXV, 10.
6. niravashesa kalpanaksayerúpamcva nirvánám— Mádhyamika Vrtti, p. 522.
7. shimyataiva sarvaprapaňchanivfttilak$anattván nirvánamityuchyate—Ibid., p. 351.
8. aparapratyayam shántam prapaňchairaprapaňchitam I 

nirvikalpam-anánárthametat tattvasya laksanam II —Aí. Kárika, XVIII, 9.
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it is the only self-existent Real, yet it does not exist in the way in 
which any object exists. As the transcendent source of all catego
ries, it cannot be categorised. We cannot logically apply even the 
category of existence to it, for that would be to drag it down to 
the level of phenomenon. Its foundational unity (non-duality) is 
not abstract unity known through the category of ‘unity*. It is pure 
consciousness or immediate spiritual experience, but we can have 
no idea of this ‘experience* by our relational thought. It is Su
preme Bliss, but worldly pleasure cannot give us even a shadow 
of this Bliss. It is the highest good, but its goodness is not em
pirical. All categories are relational and work within phenomena; 
they cannot be applied to the Absolute. To the objection that if 
the Absolute is utterly indeterminate and inexpressible, it be
comes an abstraction empty of all content and is reduced to a 
mere nothing and we cannot even know that there is such Ab
solute, the Madhyamika replies that though the Absolute is un
approachable by thought, it is not inaccessible to immediate 
spiritual experience; that though it is transcendent to sense, 
thought and language, and to all phenomena, yet it is also im
manent in all phenomena as their indubitable inner reality. As 
the reality of the appearances it is there always and everywhere. 
Shantideva says: Thought, of course, cannot positively know the 
Absolute but thought which is samvrti can negatively point to it 
as the undeniable ground-reality of all phenomena realisable in 
non-dual spiritual experience1. And such spiritual experience of 
Buddha and Bodhisattvas is a positive proof of such realisation, 
at least for the believers. Thought cannot be condemned from 
its own standpoint and hence, as long as the Real is not realised, 
all the phenomenal things and practices are taken as practically 
real; they are samvrti or conventional truth. Though ultimately 
false, samvrti or thought can still indirectly indicate the Real and 
this constitutes its value.2 Only the illusory, the ‘neither real nor 
unreal’ can be negated; the Real can never be negated. The 
Absolute is not a contentless void, for what is negated is the 
superimposed character and not the essential nature of the Ab

1. buddheragocharastattvam buddhih samvTtiruchyate— Bodhichmyävatara, IX, 2.
2. ti$|atu tävadcsä. . . . samvrtir. . . mok$âvâhakakushalamtilopachayahctur yàvan 

na lativâdhigamah. Mädhyamika Kärika Vftti, p. 68.
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solute. Samvrti or thought-forms cover the Real and distort it by 
misrepresenting it as this world of plurality of subjects and objects; 
but samvrti or thought itself can use words as symbols (sahketa) 
or ascribed marks and these can serve to indicate the Real indi
rectly as the ground on which phenomena are superimposed. 
This is known as the method of removal of superimposition 
(adhydropdpavddanyaya). There can be no other method of ex
pressing the Inexpressible.1 It is said that from the time Buddha 
became Enlightened till the time he obtained parinirvdna he, 
from the uldmate standpoint, did not utter a single word because 
the Real is beyond words.2 Yet, from the standpoint of samvrti, 
Buddha did preach and guide his disciples towards the realisation 
of Nirvana. Hence the importance of samvrti cannot be set aside. 
Thought and language, however defective these may ultimately 
be, are the only means available to us to attain to the Real. Just 
as a person who desires to fetch water must have some vessel, 
similarly he who wants to attain Nirvana (upeya) must accept samvrti 
as the means (updya).3 Samvrti is dispelled only when Nirvana or 
Paramartha is realised, not before. Chandrakird compares phe
nomena to the steps in a staircase leading to the Real in which 
each step is higher because it is nearer the goal.4 The Absolute 
(Paramartha) cannot be preached without thought and language 
(iryavahdra) and Nirvana cannot be attained without the realisation 
of the Absolute.5 Ultimately samvrti, however, dissolves itself with
out residue in paramartha. Samvrti and paramartha, as has been 
explained before6 are not two truths; paramartha is the only truth 
and samvrti is falsity mistaken as truth in empirical life. This sets

1. anak$arasya dharmasya shrutih ká deshaná cha ká? shruyate deshyatc chápi 
samáropádanak§arah II—Quotcd in Mádhyamika Vrtli, p. 264.

2. avachanam Buddhavachanam.—Lankávatára, pp. 142-3, 194. na kvachit kasyachit 
kashchid dharmo Buddhcna deshitah. MK XXV, 24.

3. nirvánádhigamopáyalvádavashyam eva samvrtir abhyupeyá bhájanamiva 
salilárthincti. Mádhyamika Vrtli. p. 494.

4. tattv-ávaiárasopánablnitattvát—Chatuhshataka Vrtti, p. 8.
5. vyavaháramanáshritya paramártho na deshyatc I 

paramárthamanágamya nirvánám nádhigamyatc II Mádhyamika Karika, XXIV, 
10.

6. Sec supra, pp. 47-8.
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aside the objection raised by Rumania Bhatta that if samvrti is 
truth how can it be conventional and if it is false, how can it be 
a kind of truth?1

Ultimately the world of phenomena and the Absolute are one 
and the same. It is the Absolute itself which appears and is the 
reality of appearances. This cycle of birth-and-death (samsdra), 
this phenomenal world governed by causes and conditions and 
appearing through transcendental Ignorance, volitional forces, 
desire and attachment is really the Absolute (nirvana) itself viewed 
through avidya or thought and this very world, viewed through 
prajna or immediate spiritual experience is nirvana or shunyatd 
or the Absolute itself shining in its blissful purity.'2 Hence there 
is not the minutest difference between samsdra and nirvanqA When 
the attachment (updddna) to the individual self (pudgala) which 
is the root cause of suffering and the source of the false notions 
of the T  and the ‘mine* as well as the attachment to the worldly 
objects (dharma) due to transcendental ignorance is cancelled by 
immediate realisation of the Real, the false notions of the T  and 
the ‘mine’ are totally wiped out and the cycle of birth-and-death 
collapses.4 This is nirvana or shunyatd which cancels the two-fold 
‘covering’ (avarana) on the subject and the object.5 If even the 
slightest trace of attachment persists, nirvana is not attained. He 
who thinks thus: I shall obtain nirvdnaby removing all attachment 
and my niwana will happen is still entangled in the terrible 
clutches of attachment to the T  and the ‘mine’.6 Nirvana or 
shunyatd is the transcendence of all thought-constructions, all views, 
all theories, all categories of thought engendered by transcenden
tal Ignorance (shunyatd of all drsti, anta, vikalpa, kalpana,

1. satyá chei samvrtih kcyam mrsá chci satyata katham? —Shlokavártika, VI, 7.
2. ya ájavaňjavlbháva upádáya pratítya va I

so’ pratitya’nupadaya nirvánamupadishyaic II—Madhyamika Kaňká, XXV, 9. 
See supra, pp. 43, 49.

3. nirvanasya cha yá koph koph samsaranasya cha I
na tayoraniaram kiňchit siisuk§mamapi vidyatc II —M.K., XXV, 20.

4. mamctyahamiti ksinc bahirdhádhyátmaineva cha I
nirudhyata upádánam tat k$ayájjanmanah k$ayah II—Mádhyamika Kaňká, XVIII, 4.

5. See supra, pp. 64-5.
6. nirvásyámyanupádáno nirvánám me bhavi$yati I

iti yc$am grahaste§am upádánamahágrahah II— Madhyamika Kaňka, XVI, 9.
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prapaňcha).1 It is the blissful Absolute itself (shiva) where all 
plurality (prapaňcha) and suffering (duhkha) of the worldly exist
ence cease. Nirvana is identified with shunyata, dharmald, 
dharmadhfitu, dharmakáya, tathatd, Tathágata and Buddha. As the 
Absolute is the only reality and the world has only an epistemic 
status, there can be no relation between the two. Relation belongs 
to determinate thought. Ultimately, bondage and liberation both 
are due to avidya. Neither the Absolute nor the individual self is 
ever bound and so the question of their liberation does not arise. 
The Absolute only appears as the world; it never really involves 
itself in the world. There could be no inidal fall or degradation 
of the Absolute into the world and hence there is no need for 
its restoration or re-transformation into its original purity. The 
individual self also is really neither bound nor liberated. The 
world is neither lost nor retained in the Absolute, just as a rope- 
snake, which really never is, is not ‘lost’ when the rope is known, 
so this empirical world, which really never exists, is not ‘lost* when 
the Absolute is realised.2 What is lost is only illusion and for this 
loss there should be no regrets. Nirvana is Pure non-dual Expe
rience, Pure Freedom, and Pure ineffable and infinite Bliss, tran
scendent to sense, thought and language.3

1. shunyatá sarvadrstinám proktá nihsaranam Jinaih, Ibid., XIII, 8. 
sarvadrsjiprahánáya yah saddharmamadeshayaL Ibid., XXVII, 30. 
sarvadr§ti-prahánáya shunyatá’mrtadcshaná. 
niravashesakalpanáksayarúpamcva nirvánám—AI. Vrtti, p. 522 
prapaňchopashamam shivam. Aí. Kárika, Maňgalácharana 
prapaňchairaprapaňchitam. Ibid., XVIII, 9.

2. vastukachintáyám tu samsára evc násti;tat kuto'sya parik$ayah pradípávastháyám 
rajjúragaparil^ayavat. AI. Vrtti, p. 220.

3. sarvopalambhopashamah prapaňchopashamah shivah.
—Aí. Kárika, XXV, 24.





CHAPTER THREE

Vijñánaváda or the Yogâchàra School

I. THE RISE OF VIJÑÁNAVADA

Just as Shünyaváda is called Madhyamika because it advocates the 
‘middle path’ discovered by Buddha which avoids the two ex
tremes of thesis and anti-thesis, so Vijñánaváda is also known as 
Yogâchàra because if emphasises the practice of yoga in spiritual 
discipline. Both these schools developed side by side, but as a full- 
fledged system Vijñanavada came into existence after Shünyaváda. 
Vijñánaváda is generally, though erroneously, treated as one school, 
but the earlier school should be distinguished from its later de
velopment. The earlier school of Vijñánaváda, which we call Müla- 
Vijñanaváda or simply Vijñánaváda, found in Lankàvatâra-sxitra 
and advocated by Maitreyanátha, Asañga, Vasubandhu and 
Sthiramati is absolution or absolute idealism, while its later modi
fication, which we call Svatantra-Vijñánaváda and which is also 
known as Sautràntika-yogàchàra and the Logical school of Bud
dhism, founded by Diñnága and developed DharmakTrti, 
Shàntaraksita and Kamalashlla is subjective idealism.

The Sautràntika is the most critical school of Hînayàna. It led, 
on the one hand, to the rise of the Mádhyamika absolutism, and 
on the other hand, to the Vijñánaváda idealism. The Sautràntika 
recognises two elements in the constitution of empirical knowl
edge, (i) pure sensation which comes from the thing-in-itself 
(svalaksana) or the unique momentary particular which is the 
unrelated real (dharma), and (ii) relations which are imposed on 
it by the constructive ideation (kalpana) of the a priori categories 
of thought. Thus the Kantian analysis of knowledge, many cen
turies before Kant, was formulated and developed in the 
Sautràntika school.
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The Madhyamika completes the dialectical movement of critic
ism left in the middle by the Sautrantika. The Madhyamika says 
that if the unifying categories of unity, universality, substantiality 
and permanence are unreal thought-constructions, then the 
distinguishing categories of difference, particularity, modal change 
and momentariness are equally unreal thought-constructions. If 
the pudgala is an appearance, so are the dharmas. If the substance 
view of identity leads to dogmatism and etemalism, the modal 
view of difference leads to empiricism and nihilism.

The Sautrantika is also responsible for giving rise to the 
Vijnanavada idealism. If all our empirical knowledge is condi
tioned by the a priori thought-forms, then the supposed objective 
reality may also be the result of thought-construction; if the number 
of the dharmas can be reduced from seventy-five to forty-three by 
pronouncing some of them as thought-constructions, then by the 
same logic all the dharmas can be discarded as merely thought- 
constructions. If the objectively given is the categorised content 
itself, it is illogical to believe in an unknown substance. If this 
‘substance’ is believed in as the cause to give rise to sensations, 
it would be more logical to find this cause within consciousness 
itself, rather than in this supposed external substance.1 Thus we 
see that Vijnanavada has developed its idealism by the criticism 
of critical realism of the Sautrantika.

Vijnanavada has been greatly influenced by the Madhyamika 
absolutism. It has arisen to complement and supplement 
Shunyavada, and not to oppose or contradict it. The negative 
dialectic of the Madhyamika and his total rejection of speculative 
metaphysics appeared as an unwarranted extreme to Vijnanavada 
which returned to constructive metaphysics with full acceptance 
of absolutism from the ultimate standpoint. Vijnanavada believes 
that in order to avoid possible misconceptions of shunyata, it is 
necessary to indulge in positive descriptions of the Absolute and 
to explain its immanence in phenomena. To the extent to which 
Vijnanavada has remained faithful to the Madhyamika absolutism,

1. In Western philosophy also, the ‘unknowable substance’ of Locke was dismissed 
by Berkeley its a ‘stupid thoughtless somewhat’ and the ‘thing-in-itself of Kant, 
along with its dualism between sense and thought was rejected by Fichte and 
Hegel, on the same ground.



Vijnanavada or the Yogdchdra School 75

the differences between the two have remained only of degree or 
emphasis or at most of approach, but when Vijnanavada in its zeal 
for constructive metaphysics has overshot the mark, the differ
ences have become real.

Vijnanavada from the beginning has been a house divided 
against itself. Its rise and growth are due to two factors which are 
mutually incompatible. It has tried to synthesise the Madhyamika 
absolutism with the Sautrantika pluralism which is an impossible 
task. Earlier Vijnanavada had to suppress its Sautrantika leanings, 
while the later Vijnanavada had to give up absolutism.

n . IDEALISM OF LANKAVATARA-SUTRA

Almost all tenets of Vijnanavada are found scattered in Lankavatdra- 
SulrcL In this Sutra tathatd, bodhi, prajna, shunyata, bhiitakoti, nirvana, 
dhamiakdya, dharmadhdtu, tathdgatagarbha and chittamdtra are used 
for paramdrtha or ultimate reality.1 The words chitta, manas and 
vijnana are used as synonyms. The word chitta is generally used 
for Alaya-vijriana and the word chitta-mdtra is used for pure abso
lute consciousness. Sometimes the words Vijnana-matra and 
Vijnapti-matra2are also used for this pure consciousness. Accord
ing to Larikavatara chitta-mdtra or pure vijnana is the ultimate 
reality. Consciousness-only, pure and absolute, is the established 
truth preached by Buddha. All dharmas or objects are unreal. All 
the three worlds (kdma, rxipa and arupa loka, i.e. the world of 
matter, form and no-form) are the result of thought-construction 
(vikalpa). The so-called external object does not exist. Chitta-mdtra 
or pure absolute consciousness is the non-dual prajna of Tathagata 
or Buddha3. It is beyond subject-object duality (grdhya-grahaka- 
vdsand-rahita) and beyond origination, existence and destruction 
(utpdda-sthiti-bhahga-varjya). It is to be realised by non-dual spiri
tual experience (nirabhdsa-prajhd-gochara).4 When this chittamdtra 
or pure Vijnana appears to be tinged by beginningless avidya or 
vdsand of the subject-object duality, it manifests itself as chitta or 
AlayarVijriana. Alaya is the store-house of all seeds (bija), i.e., of

1. tathata shiinyata koiir nirvanam dharmadhatukam. p. 325.
2. Lankdvatara-sutra, p. 169.
3. vikalpamatram tribhavam bahyamartham na vidyate I chittamatravatarena prajna 

Tathagatl mata II Ibid, p. 186.
4. Ibid, pp. 42-6.
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all impressions (vasanas) and ideas (vijnanas) of all individuals. 
It is universal and ever-changing stream of consciousness. It mani
fests itself into seven vijnanas which include the six vijnanas of 
Sarvastivada (chakstt, ghrdna, shrotra, jivhd and kaya vijnanas rep
resenting the five sense-cognitions and //zfl/zovijnana or normal 
consciousness) and a seventh named manas representing continu
ous consciousness of the individual. This is a sort of intermediary 
between the six pravrtti-vijnanas and the Alaya. Vasubandhu calls 
it Ww/ff-manovijnana. Alaya is called 'paratantra* because it is fouled 
by transcendental Ignorance which engenders the subject-object 
duality and is conditioned by the causal law of pratitya-samutpada. 
Though the word 4paratantra (dependent or causally conditioned) 
is mainly used for Alayavijnana, it is also applied to its seven 
manifestations, the manas and the six pravrtti-vijnanas and all 
these eight vijnanas are called paratantra. Chitta-mdtra or pure 
vijiiana (undefiled by subject-object duality) is called ‘parinispanna’ 
or the ultimate reality. It is identified in this Sutra with Tathagata- 
garbha. The individual subjects (pudgala) and the so-called exter
nal objects (dharma) are declared to be 4parikalpita or absolutely 
non-existent like a hare’s horn or a sky-castle. Laiikdvatara makes 
it very clear that the manifestation of Chittamdtra as Alaya and the 
manifestation of Alaya as the manas and the six pravrtti-vijnanas 
is only an appearance and the law of dependent causation is only 
empirically valid and is not ultimately real.

Pure Chitta-mdtra appears as chitta or Alayavijnana due to tran
scendental Ignorance avidyd or vasand. This vdsana is a priori 
construction of subject-object duality (grahya-grdhaka-vdsand or 
grahadvaya-vdsana). It consists in the transcendental idea of ob
jectivity, which imagines the non-existent object (abhuta-parikalpa- 
vdsand). It is the beginningless vdsana which imagines this world 
of plurality (anddi-prapaiicha-dansthulya-vasand). Alaya or universal 
Vijnana itself, which in fact is chittamdtra, is called the locus (ashraya) 
and the object (dlambana or visaya) of this beginningless vdsana. 
Alaya itself appears as the subject and the object, the perceiver 
and the perceived, as the manas and the six pravrtti-vijnanas 
which constitute this entire world of subject-object duality. The 
individual subjects and the external objects are absolutely unreal; 
it is the vijnanas themselves which appear in the ‘form’ (dkdra) 
of subjects and objects. Manas maintains continuity in the stream 
of individual pravrtti-vijnanas; this power is derived by manas from
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Alaya. An infinite number of streams of momentary individual 
pravrtti-vijnanas, each stream being determined by its manas, are 
continuously flowing within Alaya. When manas temporarily merges 
in Alaya during states like deep sleep, unconscious states and 
trance states, Alaya by its continuous flow makes the continuity 
of the individual stream possible and when the above states are 
over, manas comes out of Alaya to function by itself. Vasand is the 
force (shaktf) of will-consciousness; it is the karma-samskara in 
vijnana defiled by avidyd and karma. In Alaya individual vasanas 
mature and produce vijnanas and vijnanas in turn leave their 
vasanas in Alaya and thus continuously replenish it.1 Just as the 
waves stirred by the wind dance on the ocean, similarly the waves 
of individual vijnanas stirred by the wind of objects dance on the 
ocean of Alaya and Alaya itself appears to be dancing with them.2 
As the waves are neither identical with nor different from the 
ocean, similarly the seven vijnanas are neither identical with nor 
different from AlayaA The defilement of vijnanas is ultimately an 
appearance.4 Alaya or universal vijnana is the seat (dshraya) of all 
vikalpa or volitional activity which constructs subject-object duality. 
It is the original (mula) vikalpaka vijnana. Lankavatara treats manas 
as ‘vikalpaka manovijnana’ and says that when it rises above vasand 
or subject-object duality its flow dries up and alongwith it Alaya 
also dries up for it and it merges with pure non-dual Vijnana.

This merging of manas or vikalpaka manovijnana in Pure Vijnana 
by transcending subject-object duality is Nirvana itself.5 When the 
idea of objectivity is rooted out there is no object to be perceived 
and in the absence of an object, the subject also glides away, and 
consciousness shines as pure non-dual Absolute Vijnana, the 
Vijnapti-matra, which it always is.6

Noticing that Chitta-matra or Tathagata-garbha comes very near 
Atmd of the Upanisads, Lankavatara itself takes pain to distinguish 
it from Atma of the Non-Buddhists (Tirthika). Mahamati asks

1. Lankavatara, pp. 126-7.
2. alayaughastatha nityam vi$ayapavaneritah I chitraistarangavijnanair nftyamanah 

pravartatc II p. 46.
3. Ibid., p. 46.
4. Ibid., pnrinamo na labhyatc.
5. vikalpakasya manovijnanasya vyavrttir nirvanam Ibid., p. 126.
6. yada tu alambyam artham nopalabhate jfianam tada vijnapiimatra-vyavasihanam 

bhavati, Ibid., p. 169.
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Bhagavan: Tathagatagarbha is declared by you, O Lord, to be self- 
luminous (prakrti-prabhdsvara), to be eternally pure (ddi-vishuddhd), 
to be immanent in all beings (sarva-satlva-dehantara-gatct), to be 
immortal (nitya), eternal (dhruvd), unchanging (shdshvatd) and 
blissful (shiva). Then, how, O Lord, is it not similar to Atmd of
the Non-Buddhists? ...... Bhagavan replies: No Mahamati,
Tathagatagarbha is not similar to Atmd because it transcends all 
categories of thought (nirvikalpa), because it is neither affirmation 
por negation nor both nor neither, and because it is to be directly 
realised by non-dual spiritual experience (nirabhasa-prajnd-gochara), 
while Atmd clings to affirmation and leads to etemalism.1

It must be remarked that this attempt to distinguish 
Tathagatagarbha from Atmd may be applicable to Atmd of those 
schools which take it as an eternal spiritual substance and objec
tify it, but this attempt proves utterly futile in respect of the 
Upanisadic Atmd which is transcendent to thought-categories, 
including the categories of affirmation and negation and which 
is realisable by non-dual spiritual experience and which has in
spired Buddha’s conception of Nirvana.

Thus we find that almost all the important doctrines of 
Vijnanavada are found scattered in Lankdvatdra-sutra. 
Maitreyanatha, the author of Madhyanta-vibhaga-karika recited by 
Asariga on which Vasubandhu has written his Bhasya which has 
been commented upon by Sthiramati in his Ttka\ Maitreya’s illus
trious disciple Asaiiga, the author of Mahdydna-sutrdlanhdra and 
of a voluminous work Yogachara-bhumi-shdstra (of which some 
Bhumis have been published); and Asariga’s younger brother 
Vasubandhu, the author of Vijnaptimdtratdsiddhi\ Vimshatika (with 
auto-commentary) and Trimshika with Sthiramati’s Bhasya; and 
the gifted commentator Sthiramati have established and devel
oped Vijnanavada as a full-fledged system.

in. CONSCIOUSNESS PROVED TO BE THE ONLY 
REALITY AND REALISM REFUTED

In his Vijnaptimatratasiddhi: Vimshatika, with his own commen
tary on it, Vasubandhu proves that consciousness is the only reality

l. Ibid., pp. 77-9.
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and that the so-called empirical subjects and the so-called external 
objects are purely imaginary and absolutely unreal like the hair
like objects seen floating in the atmosphere or like the perception 
of two moons by persons of defective vision.1 In Maháyána all the 
three worlds (káma, rupa and arupa) are declared to be chitta- 
maira or consciousness-only. The words chitta, manas, vijňána and 
Vijňápti are synonyms. Chitta or consciousness, as used here, in
cludes its modifications or the mental states also. The word 1mdtra’ 
(in chitta-mdtra) is used in order to negate the object.2 The false 
notion of objectivity generates the subject-object duality but this 
duality is within consciousness itself. The entire empirical world 
of individual subjects and external objects is rejected as utterly 
unreal (parikalpita); it does not enjoy even empirical reality. The 
individual ego is an illusory superimposition on the stream of 
momentary mental states and the so-called external object is an 
illusory superimposition on its ‘form* assumed by consciousness 
and projected as objective. Hence, even empirical reality is ac
corded to the stream of momentary vijňánas which, infected with 
the transcendental and beginningless vdsand of subject-object 
duality which is the projective power of avidyd or transcendental 
Illusion, flows on, creating its content and projecting it as objec
tive. Vijňána or consciousness, whether ultimate or phenomenal, 
is the only reality. The Absolute Vijňána, called Vijňáptimátra, is 
pure, non-dual, eternal, indeterminate and blissful consciousness 
which is free from subject-object duality and can be realised through 
immediate spiritual experience. As it is beyond senses, thought 
and language, it is the transcendental Real and is called Parinispanna 
or Paramdrtha. As the immanent reality of phenomena, it is called 
Dharmadhdtu or Dhamakdya. It is ever-free from transcendental 
Illusion, relativity, causation and modification. When this Abso
lute Vijňána appears to be tinged with transcendental Vdsand or 
Avidya, it becomes paratantra (conditioned by Avidyd and kama). 
The Absolute becomes the relative; the Pure gets defiled; the 
Transcendent becomes phenomenalised; the Unconditioned be
comes conditioned by causation; the Eternal becomes the mo
mentary and Pure Consciousness becomes the self-conscious cre

1. vijňapiiniátramcvaitadasadarthávabhásanát I yatha taimirikasyasatkcsha- 
chandrádidarshanam II Vimshatika, Káriká 1.

2. Vrtti on K. 1.
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ative will. The motivating force of this evolutionary process is the 
projective power of Avidyá known ás malá vásaná or gráhadvaya- 
vásaná which gives rise to the transcendental Idea of objectivity 
and confronts consciousness with an ‘other’ generating subject- 
object duality. The Vijňána-moments are conditioned by the causal 
law of pratityasamutpáda and their flow goes on. Karma leaves its 
impressions (samskára or vásaná) in vijňánas and these vásanás 
when matured give rise to further vijňánas assuming ‘forms’ (of 
objects) which in turn lead to further vásanás and thus the cycle 
of vásanás and vijňánas goes on in full swing.

In Hlnayána, pratityasamutpáda is taken as real causation gov
erning the temporal sequence of the momentary reals (dharmas). 
The real is momentary and pratityasamutpáda is the mark of the 
real. The Mádhyamika showed the hollowness of this view by his 
classic criticism of causality. Pratityasamutpáda is not the temporal 
sequence of the momentary dharmas, but relativity which infects 
all things and reveals their essential dependence on causes and 
conditions and therefore their ultimate unreality. Causation is 
relative and not real. Vijňánaváda revives the HInayana inter
pretation of pratityasamutpáda as the theory of causation govern
ing the momentary real. It also revives the dlxarma theory, though 
radically transforming it. Dharmanairátmya, for Vijňánaváda, only 
means that there are no dharmas as objective reals. But these 
dharmas are transformed into consciousness (chitta) and its modes 
(chaitta) and their elaborate classification is indulged in and their 
number increased to one hundred, though to save absolutism 
from being hurt by this pluralism, only phenomenal reality is 
granted to them. When consciousness is infected with subjcct- 
object duality, it appears as particular, discrete and momentary;* 
it breaks up, as it were, into an infinite number of momentary 
ideas. These ideas appear in various ‘forms’ and these ‘forms’ are 
the dhaimas, which qualify consciousness and make distinctions 
among the momentary ideas possible. These dharmas belong to 
consciousness only in its infected state and like the momentary 
ideas enjoy only empirical reality. The causal law of 
pratityasamutpáda operates only within the realm of vijňánas which 
emerge into existence and pass out of it strictly according to the 
law of causation. The momentary vijňánas alone, and not the 
imaginary subjects (pudgala) and objects (dhaima) are governed 
by pratityasamutpáda. In Hlnayána, pratityasamutpáda governs all
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the momentary dharmas, the elements of existence, which include 
the subjective vijnanas as well as the objective reals. In Vijnanavada, 
there are no objective dharmas and so pratityasamutpada operates 
only in the realm of the momentary vijnanas. The Absolute Vijhana 
is beyond causation and the imaginary subjects and objects cannot 
be subject to causation. These are called parikalpita or purely 
imaginary or utterly unreal like barren woman’s son or hare’s 
horn or sky-flower. These may.be valid for common sense (loha- 
vyavahdra) but these are not valid for genuine philosophy (shuddha- 
laukika-vyavahard). What is real, even empirically, is the ‘form’ 
(akara or dbhdsn) of the subject or of the object assumed by con
sciousness and not the imaginary subject or the object supposed 
to be existing independently and outside of consciousness. 
Pratityasamutpada is the mark of the creative Will-Consciousness 
which is not ultimately real.

Thus Vijnanavada establishes its position. It is idealism par 
excellence, both ontologically as well as epistemologically. It knows 
that in order to prove its idealism it has to refute realism and 
answer the objections raised against it. This it undertakes to do 
ih detail.

Vijnanavada says that the notion of an object is purely imagi
nary. An object may be conceived either as a substance with its 
qualities or a whole made of parts.1 What we perceive are its 
qualities and not a substance over and above them and these 
qualities ar^ evidently mental. It is illogical to imagine the so- 
called material substance, unknown and unknowable, as the cause 
to produce what is mental.2 Our empirical life is accounted for 
by our karma-samskdras (which are in the mind) which are the 
seeds which fructify as our empirical experience. If the seeds 
(karma-samskdra or vdsand) are in consciousness, *how can their 
fruits be imagined to be outside consciousness?5 If creation is due 
to karma-samskara or vdsand, as it must be, then it is nothing but 
a modification of consciousness which contains the seeds of cre
ation.4 Again, if this supposed substance is treated as the modi
fication of Primordial Matter (Prakrit) it is not possible, for the

1. framana-vartika, II, 360 and Tattvasahgraha-Pahjika, pp. 550-1.
2. Such arguments arc also advanced by Berkeley against Locke’s substance and

by Hcgal against Kant’s ’thing-in-itsclf.
3. karmano vasana’ nvatra phalam anyatra kalpyatc I tatraiva ne$yatc yatra vasana

kinnu karanam II Vimshatika, Karika 7.
4. Vimshatika, Karika 6.
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dependence of Prakrti on Consciousness (Purufa) in some way or 
the other has to be accepted to explain evolution and the sup
posed independence of Prakrti vanishes. Consciousness alone can 
be creative when it is Will-Consciousness. Nor can the object be 
supposed to be a whole made up of parts. The relation between 
a whole and its parts can be neither internal nor external. And 
if these wholes are reduced to their ultimate constituents which 
are called the indivisible atoms the position becomes worse. An 
atom is supposed to have magnitude and yet it is treated as partless! 
It has no extension and yet it occupies space! How can these 
atoms combine? If an atom is indivisible it cannot be conjoined 
with another, for contact is always between its parts. And if it is 
composed of parts, it is not an atom at all. And if an atom oc
cupies space, it is simultaneously related to the six directions1 and 
so it must have at least six parts and is no more an atom. The 
atomic theory cannot be logically proved2. Hence the notion of 
an object is self-contradictory.

Realism believes that the perceived content is entirely indepen
dent of the act of perception. Knowledge is like light, it merely 
reveals the given without affecting its nature.3 It cannot make or 
unmake things; it merely discovers them and makes them known. 
There can be no knowledge without an object, for knowledge 
depends on the object which it reveals.4 Knowledge is a subject- 
object relation; it arises in the subject, but it is produced by the 
object when the subject comes into contact with it. Realism be
lieves, firstly, that the object exists independently and outside of 
consciousness; and secondly, that it is the object which produces 
knowledge which is merely representative and corresponds with 
the object5. Vijñánaváda rejects both these contentions. It points 
out that the object is the creation or projection of consciousness 
and therefore cannot exist independently and outside of con
sciousness.6 And it also points out that knowledge is not repre
sentative but constructive; that it creates its content, projects it as 
objective and knows it as such.7 Hence it is impossible for art

1. East, West, North, South, Up and Down.
2. Viinshatika-Vrtti, pp. 6-8, on Kárikás, 11-15.
3. arthaprakásho buddhih.
4. na chá’vi$ayá káchid upalabdhify.
5. yathártham sarvavijñánam.
6. samvcdanabáhyatvam ato’fthasya na sidhyati.—Pramána-vártika, p. 32.
7. yadaotar jñeyarüpam tad-bahirvadavabhásate.—Álambana-pañk$m 6.
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unreal object to produce knowledge; on the other hand, it is 
consciousness itself which assumes the ‘form’ of an object and 
projects it and knows it as objective.

Vijnanavada first advances the argument of sahopalambha-niyama 
or esse estpercipi in order to refute realism. The argument says that 
as the object and its perception are always found together, the 
being of the object consists in its being perceived. The blue (object) 
and the consciousness of the blue are identical (abhedo 
nilataddhiyoh). Consciousness having the form of the blue appears 
as if it were an external blue object. How can the realist assert 
that the object is unaffected by knowledge when he cannot know 
what the object is before being perceived? The realist retorts that 
sahopalambha-niyama or the fact that the object is invariably 
perceived along with the knowledge of it has only epistemic validity 
and cannot be given an ontological status. Ontologically it can 
prove or disprove nothing, neither realism nor idealism. It is, 
what Perry calls, “the ego-centric predicament”. It simply says: ‘We 
cannot know without knowing*. This cannot prove that knowl
edge creates objects or that objects generate knowledge. This 
niyama positively proves nothing.

Realising this difficulty, Vijnanavada undertakes the analysis of 
illusion, hallucinadon and dream in order to give a positive proof 
for the creativity of consciousness to supplement the argument 
from sahopalambha-niyama. Illusion has been the solid rock against 
which many well-built ships of different forms of realism have 
helplesslyxcrashed. No form of realism, Indian or Western, has 
been able to satisfactorily explain the fact of illusion. If knowledge 
truly reveals the object, how can there be.error or illusion at all? 
If there is no subjective element in knowledge to distort or falsify 
the real, die possibility of illusion is ruled out. There are two main 
forms of realism, naive and critical. Naive realism believes in the 
presentadon theory of perception which is a two-term theory of 
direct perception, while critical realism believes in the represen
tative theory of perception which is a three-term theory according 
to which the object is not direcdy presented in-knowledge but 
represented indirectly through its image in knowledge which is 
called an ‘idea’. Naive realism breaks down when we consider the 
subjective factor involved in perception. No two persons perceive 
an object in an identical way. Moreover, what we directly perceive 
is not the object but qualities which are subjective. Critical realism
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also breaks down. If consciousness perceives only it5  ideas or 
representations and not the objects, then the existence of the 
objects cannot be maintained. The correspondence theory of truth, 
to which this representative theory of perception leads, is also 
unsatisfactory. When we cannot know the original objects, how 
can we compare the images with the originals and say whether 
they correspond with them or not?

Some realists have made bold, but unconvincing, attempts to 
explain away illusion. Prabhakara denies the possibility of error 
by explaining it away as partial truth. There is no subjective 
element in knowledge which always represents its objects truly. 
Error is non-apprehension of the distinction between the two 
cognitions and their distinct objects. But this bold attempt to 
explain illusion away is entirely unconvincing. Error consists in 
misapprehension. The rope is misperceivcd as snake. The subjec
tive element in error cannot be denied. The Naiyayika goes to 
the length of saying that the illusory snake is perceived as an 
objective reality through extra-ordinary perception called jhana- 
laksana-pratyaksa. This is, evidently, an arbitrary assumption to 
save the face of realism. When pressed, the Naiyayika has to admit 
that error is misapprehension and that a subjective element is 
involved in it. But the application of the subjective is restricted 
only to a false relation. Error lies in the false relation between 
two unrelated reals (rope and snake in the above example). But 
in illusion the rope is not ‘presented* in knowledge, otherwise 
there would be no illusion at all, and the real snake is also not 
there (it may be elsewhere), then what accounts for the false 
relation between the two? The relation of the rope with the il
lusory snake is false because the illusory snake is unreal in itself 
and there can be no relation between the real and the unreal. 
What is perceived in illusion is neither the real rope (which is 
there, but not perceived) nor the real snake (which is not there), 
but the illusory snake created and projected by consciousness as 
objective.

By an analysis of illusion Vijnanavada shows that illusion takes 
away the very basis of realism that knowledge merely represents 
and does not construct its object which exists independently and 
outside of knowledge. In illusion consciousness creates its own 
content by assuming the form of the object and projecting it as 
objective. But in illusory perceptions in normal waking life an
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objective counterpart remains which serves as the ground on which 
the illusory object is superimposed, for example, rope in the 
‘rope-snake’ and shell in the ‘shell-silver* illusion. Vijnanavada is 
not directly concerned with this ground, firstly, because the ground 
is not involved in any way in illusion; secondly, because it is in
terested in proving that consciousness creates its own content and 
projects it as objective, and thirdly, because the so-called objective 
ground (rope or shell, etc.) is nothing but a projection of uni
versal consciousness (alaya-vijriana). Vijnanavada, then, cites the 
examples of hallucinations and apparitions, where the creativity of 
consciousness is more manifest and there is no objective coun
terpart. But such examples are abnormal and rare. Vijhanavdda, 
therefore, takes as the nortn that class of illusion which is normal 
and where the creativity of consciousness is fully manifest without 
any objective counterpart, namely, dreams. Dreams are illusory 
because they are cancelled on waking. But as long as the dream
world lasts it is complete in itself, is regulated by its own psycho
logical laws of association, creates its own objects, projects them 
as objective and experiences them as such and is solely due to the 
creative activity of consciousness.

If consciousness can create its content and project it as objec
tive in illusion, hallucination and dream, then it is logical to 
conclude that it can do the same in our waking experience of the 
so-called objective world. The realist strongly objects to this. He 
says that illusion or dream should not be universalised. Our real 
world is nouan illusion or a dream. The realist distinguishes our 
world from illusory or dream world on four points. First and 
second, the real world which is regulated by physical laws is subject 
to spatial and temporal determination (desha-kala-niyama)\ third, 
it is public and not private like illusion or dream, it is the world 
of intra-subjective experience (santdndniyama) and fourth, it leads 
to successful activity (krtya-kriyd) .* Vijnanavada replies: If the 
empirical world is determined by space and time, similar deter
minations obtain, even in the dream-world. Even in a dream 
things like a city, a garden, a woman or a man etc., are seen in 
a particular place and a particular time and not in all places and 
at all times. If the empirical world is governed by its physical laws,

1. yacli vijnapiiranartha niyamodesha-kalayoh I santanasyaniyamashchayuktakrtya* 
kriya na cha II Vimshatika, K. 2.
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the dream-world is also governed by its own psychological laws 
of association. If we cannot project anything we like at our sweet 
will in the empirical world, we cannot cause any event to happen 
in our dreams. Our conscious mind has no control over the dream- 
experience. Again, if the knowledge of the empirical objects leads 
to fruitful activity, the dream-objects too are pragmatic in nature 
and lead to successful activity. The dream-food and dream-water 
quench the hunger and thirst in dream. The roaring of a dream- 
tiger causes real fear in the dreamer and affects his psycho-physi
cal organism. The horror of a nightmare troubles the dreamer. 
An erotic dream is followed by real ejaculation.1 The rope-snake 
affects a person in illusion in the same way in which a real snake 
would affect him in normal perception under those conditions. 
Hence the illusory and dream objects also lead to successful activity. 
Again, as to the distinction that experience in illusion and dream 
is essentially private while world-experience is public, Vijnanavada 
replies that though this distinction is obvious, it is only one of 
degree and not of kind. The illusory and dream objects are the 
projection of individual consciousness (klista manas) which is less 
powerful as it is crippled by Ignorance, while the world-objects 
are the projection of universal consciousness (alaya-vijnana) which 
is all-powerful. It would be utterly wrong to imagine that this 
distinction is due to the fact that world-objects are real and illu
sory and dream objects are false2. Both are unreal because both 
are equally ‘forms’ of consciousness. Moreover, it would be wrong 
to call the empirical world as the world. Experience is essentially 
personal and no two percipients could perceive the same object 
in an identical way. Each subject is a stream of consciousness 
(chitta-santana). There is a harmony, in a general sense, among 
the experiences of such different streams because they llow within 
the Alaya which is the universal stream of consciousness and 
because the empirical objects are projections of this universal 
stream. And some harmony may be found even in the experiences 
of similar illusion, dream or hallucination by different persons 
under similar conditions. It is not impossible that some persons 
may see a similar dream at the same time. Moreover, the departed 
persons (preta) who go to hell (naraka) experience the torture

1. Vimshatika, Karika 3-4 with Vrtii.
2. middhcnopahatam chittam svapnc tena’ samam phalam. Ibid., K. 18 with Vrtti.
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and see the same river of pus, etc., and the same infernal guards 
who torture them who are not objective realities (as they do not 
experience the hellish torture) but mere creations of the karma- 
samskaras or vasanas of these departed persons.1 Vijnanavada thus 
concludes that spatio-temporal determination, successful activity 
and harmony of intra-subjective experiences cannot prove the 
objective reality of the empirical world; on the other hand, these 
things, which are found in our experience of hallucination, illu
sion and dream also, prove that like the illusory and the dream- 
objects, the world-objects too are projections of consciousness, 
though of universal consciousness. The validity of illusion or dream 
cannot be questioned as long as it lasts for during its endurance 
it is treated as real; its unreality is realised only when illusion is 
dispelled by empirical knowledge or dream is sublated by waking 
state. Similarly, the world-objects are taken as real on the empiri
cal level; their unreality is realised only when pure non-dual con
sciousness dawns2.

The realist further objects that if there are no external objects, 
how can consciousness assume the form of objects and project 
them as objective ? Even illusion is rooted in reality. A person who 
has never seen or known a snake cannot mistake a rope for a 
snake. The content of dream-experience is supplied by the 
experience of the real world. Strange ‘objects’ which are not 
found in the real world may be seen in a dream, e.g., gold- 
mountain, man-lion, ten-headed person, sphinx, mermaid, unicorn, 
etc., but these are made by combination of different objects found 
and experienced in the real world. Had there been no external 
object, even the idea could not appear as if it were an external 
object. There can be no hypothetical without a categorical basis. 
And without the experience of a real object, even the idea of 
objectivity itself would be impossible. Vijnanavada accepts that 
illusion is not possible without a real ground3. The illusion of 
subject-object duality is rooted in Vijnana which is its supporting 
ground. This only proves that had there been no consciousness, 
there could have been no illusion of objectivity. The illusion of 
objectivity does not presuppose the existence of an external object. 
The question whether without a snake there could or could riot

1. Vtmshatika, K. 3-6 with Vrtti.
2. svapnc dfgvi§ayabhavam na’prabuddho' vagachchhati, I b i d K. 17.
3. upacharasya niradharasya’sambhavat.— Trimshikd Bhd^ya, p. 16.
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be an illusory snake and without the empirical world there could 
or could not be a dream-world is a different question not relevant 
here because it has to be admitted, even by the realist, that it is 
the idea and not the object which directly works in illusion or 
dream. An analysis of the rope- snake illusion reveals the following 
points which are to be admitted: (1) that it is the idea of the snake, 
and not the snake itself, which directly gives rise to the illusory 
snake; (2) that consciousness assumes the form of the snake; and 
(3) that consciousness projects it as objective and perceives it as 
such because the projection of a content implies its perception 
as an object. Even granting that the idea of a snake is not possible 
without the experience of a real snake, this so-called real snake 
turns out to be not a real object but merely an idea projected by 
universal consciousness (âlaya vijnâna). And if an idea projected 
by individual consciousness (klista manes) présupposés an idea 
projected by universal consciousness, it only means that an idea 
presupposes another idea, and not that an idea presupposes an 
object. An idea can be generated only by another idea and not 
by an unreal object. Creadvity of consciousness does not mean 
that it actually produces external objects; it means that the idea 
itself appears as an external object. Universal consciousness projects 
the empirical world when it appears to be dnged with subject- 
object duality. This duality presupposes the idea of objecdvity 
which is due to transcendental illusion. To the objecdon as to how 
consciousness can suffer from the idea of objectivity when there 
.is no real object, the reply is that the idea of objectivity is a 
transcendental Illusion and is not empirical in nature. Objecdvity 
is not an abstraction from empirical experience; on the other 
hand, it is an a priori category and as such it is the necessary' pre
supposition of all empirical experience. It is not an empty form 
as the Kantian categories are. It is a form which creates its content 
and projects it as objective. As it is transcendental Illusion it works 
even without there being real external objects and real empirical 
subjects. The superimposition of the unreal subjects (àtma) and 
objects (dharma) on the modification of consciousness (vijnâna- 
parinàma) is secondary (gauna), not primary (mukhya)\ the 
superimposition (upachàra) is said to be secondary when the 
superimposed content is unreal.1 It is a false superimposition on

1. gauno hi nàma yo yaira avidyamânena rupcna pravartate.—Ibid., p. 17; also 
Madhyäntatikä on K. I, 4.
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the Real. As it is transcendental, it can be removed only by the 
realisation of pure, non-dual, absolute Vijnana. As the imposed 
subjects and objects are utterly unreal and the transcendental 
Illusion which compels Vijnana to undergo modification in diverse 
forms is also ultimately unreal, it is proved that Vijnaptimatra or 
the pure, non-dual, absolute consciousness is the only reality. It 
is beyond relational thought and can be realised only by the 
immediate spiritual experience of the Buddhas.1

IV. IS VIJNANA-PARINAMA OR THE MODIFICATION OF 
CONSCIOUSNESS REAL OR APPARENT?

Sthiramati in his Bhasya (commentary) on Vasubandhu’sTrimshika 
tells us that the aim of this treatise is to reveal the real meaning 
of pudgala-nairdtmya (unreality of the ego) and dhanna-nairdtmya 
(unreality of the objects). The former removes the ‘covering of 
suffering* (kleshdvarana) and the latter the ‘covering of ignorance 
of the Real* (Jheydvarana) . All suffering (klesha) flows from the 
false notion of the ‘I’ and the ‘mine’, which notion is due to the 
illusion of objectivity. Ignorance of the Real also owes its origin 
to this illusion of objectivity which forces the Real to assume the 
forms of the subject and the object and project and perceive 
them as objective. The primary vdsana of objectivity is transcen
dental Illusion or avidya which leads to karma (volitional activity) 
and its samskaras or vasands and kleshas which constitute bondage 
or empirical life (samsara). When through intense discipline of 
yoga the illusion of objectivity is completely rooted out from the 
stream of consciousness, the subject also glides away alongwith it 
and the stream itself dries up, the cycle of dependent causation 
and the modification of consciousness collapse leaving conscious
ness to shine in its original non-dual absolute purity 
(Vijnaptimatrata). This is immediate spiritual Experience which 
is Freedom (Nirvana or Moksa) and Omniscience (sawajiiata).-* It 
is also the aim of this treatise, Sthiramati continues, to show the 
genuine ‘middle path’ (madhyamd pratipat) by avoiding the two 
extreme views. Some believe that vijneya or the object (i.e., the 
empirical subjects and objects which are projections of conscious

1. sarvatha sa tu na chintya Buddhagocharah. Vimshatika, pp. 10-11.
2. Trivishikn Bhasya, p. 15; aviparitapudgala-dharma-nairatmyapratipadanartham 

Trimshikn-Vijnapti-praknranarambhah.
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ness and are perceived by it as ‘objects’) is also substantially real 
(dravyatah eva) like vijnâna; while others believe that vijnâna too, 
like vijheya, is empirically real (samvrtitah eva) and not ultimately 
real (na paramàrthatah). These are the two extreme views 
(ekàntavàda) of realism and nihilism which are to be avoided by 
the ‘middle path’.1 Sthiramati further observes: The empirical 
subjects and objects (vijileya) are purely imaginary (parikalpita) as 
they are superimposed on the forms (àkâra) assumed by vijnâna 
and therefore they do not really exist (vijfieyam vastnto na vidyate). 
Hence, the extreme view that vijheya too, like vijnâna, is substan
tially real should be discarded. Empirical subjects and objects, as 
superimposition, are unreal, but the basis of this superimposition, 
the modification of vijnâna, must be accepted as real because 
superimposition cannot be baseless. Hence the extreme view that 
vijnâna too, like vijheya, is empirically real and not ultimately real 
should be rejected. Hence it must be admitted that all vijheya 
(the individual subjects and objects) is purely imaginary 
(parikalpita) and really does not exist, while vijnâna, being con
ditioned by causation (pratityasamutpannatvàt) substantially exists 
(dravyato'sti)2.

An important question arises here. Is vijnâna-parinàma or modi
fication of consciousness real or unreal? That is, is it absolutely 
real or relatively real? Is pratïtyasamutàpàda which governs the flow 
of these momentary vijnànas real causation or relative and there
fore ultimately unreal causation? Vijnànavâda, it seems, does not 
face this question squarely. As has been pointed out before, 
Vijhânavâda is influenced by the pluralism of the Sautràntika and 
the absolutism of the Mâdhyamika and these two cannot go 
together. It has revived the dharma-theory of the Sautràntika, 
though after radically transforming the dharmas from momentary 
objective reals into momentary vijnànas and mental states. It has 
also revived the interpretation of pratïtyasamutpàda as the causal

1. Ibid; asya dviprakárasyápi ckàntavâdasya pratiçcdhàrtham prakaranârambhah.
2. parikalpita evâtmâ dharmàshcha natu paramàrthatah santîti vijñánavad 

vijñcyamapi dravyata eva ityam ckànlavado nábhypcyah. upachárasya cha 
nirâdhârasyâ’sambhavâd avashyam vijñánaparinámo vastutostîtyupagantavyo yatrá- 
tmadharmopachárah pravartate. atashcháyamupagamo na ynkliksamo vijñána-
mapi vijñcyavat samvrtita eva na paramárthata iti cvam cha sarvam vijñcyam
parikalpitasvabhávatvád vastuto na vidyatc, vijñánam punah

. prautyasamutpannatvád dravyatosütyabhyupcyam—Ibid., p. 16.
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law governing the flow of momentary vijnànas. And it also accepts 
the absolutism of the Mâdhyamika, though it openly identifies the 
Absolute with pure non-dual Vijnâna and indulges in speculative 
metaphysics. This background is mostly responsible for contradic
tions we find in Vijnânavàda. Vijnànavàda emphatically maintains 
that Vijnâna, whether pure or defiled, is the only reality; that 
objectivity is due to beginningless vàsanà which is transcendental 
Illusion (Avidyà); and that the individual subjects and objects, 
which constitute our world, are utterly unreal (parikalpita). It is 
keen to emphasise the creativity of consciousness, its defilement 
with beginningless gràhadvayavàsanà and its consequent purifica
tion by rooting out this vàsanà through intense yogic discipline 
from which it derives its name Yogàchàra. Let us now see how 
Vijnànavàda faces the question raised above. Vijnânavàda, on the 
one hand, declares that Vijnâna is creative, that its parinàma or 
modification is real and that the momentary vijnànas are really 
governed by the causal law of pratityasamutpàda. And, on the other 
hand, it emphatically maintains that the creativity or modification 
of vijnâna is due to its defilement with the beginningless Vàsanà 
of subject-object duality which is transcendental Illusion or Avidyà, 
that it is this Illusion which makes Vijnâna conditioned by die 
causal law of pralityasmutpàda and forces it to undergo modifica
tion and assume various forms of subjects and objects and project 
them as objective, and that vijnâna in its own nature is non-dual, 
pure and absolute Vijnaptimàtra which is utterly untouched by 
this Illusion. Considering these two views expressed by Vijnânavàda 
and specially the passage from Trimshikà-Bhàsya cited above (on 
page 90) in which Sthiramati has clearly stated that vijnàna- 
parinâma (modification of consciousness) is real and that vijnâna, 
which is conditioned by the causal law of pratityasamutpàda should 
be treated as substantially real, some scholars have opined that 
according to Vijnanàvâda, parinàma is real, though not ultimate; 
and that as it believes in the creativity of consciousness it cannot 
accept vivartavàda. Now, the statement that parinàma is real, though 
not ultimate, is a case of clear self-contradiction, because meta
physically the real is always the ultimate. And as the motive power 
which forces Vijnâna to undergo modification is not treated as its 
real power or will, but declared to be transcendental Illusion 
(mülà vàsanà or Avidyà), Vijnànavàda cannot logically accept the 
ultimate reality of modification or causation and in order to avoid
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self-contradiction has to accept vivartavada. We have already pointed 
Out above that two contradictory currents are found in Vijnanavada 
due to the influence of the Sautrantika pluralism and the 
Madhyamika absolutism which cannot be harmonised. Vijhanavada 
accepts absolutism and suppresses pluralism by according only 
phenomenal reality to the modification of Vijnana, to causadon, 
to plurality and momentariness of vijnanas. The later school of 
Svatanua-Vijnanavada, however, kicked out absolutism and main
tained the reality of the stream of momentary vijnanas only.

The ‘reality* of the modification of consciousness can be rec
onciled with the ultimate reality of the Absolute Vijnana by treat
ing this ‘reality* as phenomenal reality only. This is what 
Vijhanavada has done and the passage from Sthiramati’s commen
tary cited above has to be properly understood. SthiramaU in this 
passage brings out the absolute reality of vijnana, the relative 
reality of parinama and the utter unreality of the individual subjects 
and objects. What he means is that vijnana-parinama must be 
treated as substantially real (draxryatah) because it serves as the 
substance (dravya) or the basis (ashraya) on which the imaginary 
(parikalpita) is superimposed, as even an illusion cannot be base
less. But the vijnana which undergoes parinama is conditioned by 
pratityasamutpdda and is paratantra (dependent, condidoned, rela
tive). In reality, it is not different from the Uncondidoned Vijnana 
(parinispanna) which appears as paratantra due to transcendental 
Illusion. It is the Absolute which is the transcendental ground 
(adhisthdna) indirectly supporting the Illusion, but directly 
uninvolved in it. The paratantra vijnana, which undergoes parinama 
and projects its forms on which the imaginary subjects and objects 
are superimposed, acts as the immanent basis (ashraya) of this 
superimposidon and is reladv.ely real. The statement of Sthiramad 
that ‘vijnana is substantially real because it is conditioned by 
causadon* means that vijnana alone is real and that causation can 
obtain only in vijnanas and not in the imaginary subjects and 
objects; it does not mean that the condidoning of vijnana by 
causation is real. That which is conditioned is reladve and not 
ultimate. It is not the inherent nature of Vijnana to change and 
put upon different forms. The motive power governing the pro
cess of evolution is not the real power or the free will of the 
Absolute, but transcendental Illusion of objecdvity wrhich does not 
affect the Absolute at all. The process is real phenomenally and
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is carried only upto the Á/ayfl-vijñána, the paratantra, and not 
beyond. Sthiramati himself, in his Tikd on the Madhydnta- 
vibhágasütra-bhásya of Vasubandhu, clearly observes: Paratantra is 
real, but not ultimately. It is real because it is the basis (dshraya) 
of the superimposition of the imaginary subject-object duality. Its 
modification in assuming the forms of the subject and the object 
is not ultimately real because it is due to transcendental Illusion.1 
Paratantra is clearly declared to be samvrti salya or phenomenal 
truth.2 The Parinispanna is the only absolute reality.5

Vijñánaváda repeatedly declares that parináma of vijñána is not 
ultimately real because it is due to transcendental Illusion. There 
is no real ‘becoming* in the Absolute. The process is valid as long 
as we suffer from this transcendental Illusion. The words parináma 
and vivarta acquired their fixed philosophical meaning only after 
Shañkaráchárya. Before him, the words parináma, vikáraaxxd vivaría 
were used as synonyms in the general sense of change (anyathdtva) 
and it was to be found out from the context, whether this change 
was real or unreal. For example, LañkávatárasutrcP uses the word 
parináma in the sense of vivaría, when the waves are said to be 
the parináma of the ocean. In Trimshiká,. Vasubandhu names the 
relation between Álaya and phenomena as ‘parináma by giving 
the simile of water and waves.5 Even Shántaraksitá (8th century) 
uses parináma and vivaria as synonyms.6 Sthiramati also defines 
parináma as ‘change' (anyathátva) and not as real change.7 The 
word parinama is used in Vijñánaváda clearly in the sense of vivarta 
or appearance. Vijñánaváda is absolutism and a self-consistent 
absolutism cannot believe in real transformation of the Absolute. 
Though ultimately bondage and liberation, defilement and puri
fication both are appearance, yet the phenomenal reality of 
defilement of vijñána and its consequent purificatiqn by intense 
yogic and spiritual discipline is fully emphasised.

1. paratan tra laksanam  sat, na tu tattvata iti. gráhya-gráhakádi-kalpila- 
vyavaháráshrayattvat sattvam.... yathá khyáti gráhya-gráhakákárena nailadevam 
ato bhrántiriti. Añ^SBT, p. 113. (on K., III, 3)

2. paralantrah samvrtisatyam. Ibid., p. 124.
3. ekameva mülatattvam yaduta parini$pannal) svabhávah. Ibid^ p. 135.
4. p. 46; see supra, p. 77.
5. Trimshiká, K. 15.
6. Tattvasañgraha, K. 328-9.
7. koyam parinámo náma? anyathátvam. Trimshiká-Bhñsya, p. 16.
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V. THE TRIPLE MODIFICATION OF VIJNANA

When the pure, absolute, non-dual Vijhanamatra somehow gets 
associated with the beginningless (anadi), transcendental (mula), 
vasana of subject-object duality, which is the projecting power 
(shakti) of transcendental Illusion (Avidya), it appears as creative 
Will and the process of evolution of Vijhana which diversifies itself 
into an infinite plurality of vijnanas creating their contents and 
projecting them as objective starts in full swing. Mula Vasana is 
the creauve power of Vijhana and though itself a transcendental 
Illusion is non-different from it and forces it to undergo modi
fication by assuming different forms.1 It gives rise to volitional 
activity {karma) which leaves its impressions called vasana or 
samskara in vijhana and their actualisation leads to further vijnanas 
which in turn give rise to further vdsands and this cycle goes on 
consututing our world-experience.

Though Vijhana diversifies itself into an infinite plurality of 
evolutes giving rise to world-experience, there are three main 
stages of this evoludon. These are Alayavijhana, klista manas and 
the six visaya-vijhanar which are five sense-cognidons and mental 
states.

(1) Alaya-vijnana: This is the first stage in evoludon. The pure 
non-dual Vijnaptimatra, through transcendental Illusion of objec- 
dvity becomes A/cryff-vijnana. Pure Consciousness becomes self- 
consciousness. Pure knowledge becomes creauve will. The Un
conditioned Absolute (Parinispanna) becomes conditioned and 
relative (paratantra). The Alayat though conditioned by Vasana or 
Avidya, still stands on a transcendental level and is not empirical. 
It is the. basis of all empirical experience generated by a priori 
categories implicitly contained in it. Avidya does not cover the 
Alaya and so it is entirely free from suffering (klesha). Only the 
projecting side of avidya, the mula grahadvayavasand, i.e., the tran
scendental Illusion of subject-object duality is present in the Alaya

1. shaktirupa hi väsanä. Pmmänavärtika, p. 22 jnänasyaiva shaktimätram väsanä; 
asmàkam tu vitathâbhiniveshavâsanaiva avidyâ. Tattvasamgrahapanjikà, p. 75. 
vâsanâbhuto'sti kashchid vis he ça h...
yadädhipatyena parasparabhinnäbhasam vijnänam prajäyate. Madhyànlavibhâ- 
gatikä, p. 15, 19.

2. parinämah sa cha tridhâ. vipako mananâkhyashcha vijnaplir viçayasya cha. 
Trimshika, K. 1-2.
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in an undifferentiated (idantaya asamvidita) and indeterminate 
(aparichchhinna) state. The indeterminate content gets split up 
into an infinite plurality of empirical determinations the seeds of 
which are already present in the Alaya. The subject-aspect flows 
into a variety of individual streams of consciousness called the 
klista manas and the object-aspect flows into six kinds of visayar 
vijnanas of empirical consciousness. The Alaya is universal con
sciousness but it flows like a vast stream, including infinite indi
vidual streams within it, always changing and therefore momentary.1

The Alaya is the Absolute itself appearing as fouled by the 
transcendental Illusion of subject-object duality implicitly present 
in it. It is the immanent basis (dshraya) of all phenomena which 
are implicitly contained in it. The word 'Alaya* means store-house. 
The A/ayo-vijnana is so called because it is the store-house or the 
receptum of the seeds (bija) or impressions (vdsand) of all vijnanas 
(tatralayakhyam vijnanam vipdkah sarvabijakam) . It is ‘the nurse and 
receptacle of all generation.1 It is the immanent cause of all 
phenomena which are contained in it as its potential effects and 
which become explicit when actualised.2 It is known as vipaka 
because it leads to the fructification of the seeds of all good or 
bad karmas contained in it by developing and maturing them.3 It 
contains the impressions (vdsand) of past vijnanas and by matur
ing these gives rise to present vijnanas which again leave their 
vasands or impressions in it. And thus this cycle goes on. The 
Alaya is being continually replenished by further vasands so that 
the question of its getting exhausted is ruled out. The accumu
lation and maturity (paripnsti) of vasands is called hetu-parinama, 
while their actualisation (abhinirvrtti) as effects is called phala- 
parinama. Vdsand is of two kinds—vipaka-vdsana, which maintains 
the continuity of the stream of consciousness through successive 
births, and nihsyanda-vasand which supplies the content of each 
birth by actualising the impressions and gives rise to klista manas 
and vwaya-vijnanas.

1. lachcha vartatc srotasaughavat. Ibid., K.4. na hi tadekam abhinnam asamsaram 
anuvartate, k§anikatvat. Trimshikd-Bhayya, p. 21.

2. aliyanie upanibadhyante asmin sarvadharm ah karyabhavcna, allyate. 
upanibadhyate asau karana-bhavcna sarvadharme$u iti alayah. Ibid., p. 18. Also 
Madhyantavibhagafikd, p. 33-4 (K., I, 9).

3. sarvadhatugatiyonijati$u kushalakushalakarmavipakalvad vipakah. Trimshika- 
Bhdyya, pp. 18-9.
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In the Alaya only the five mentals (chaitta dharma) called uni
versal (sarvatraga) are present These are: sparsha, manaskara, vedana, 
samjha and chetand} Sparsha or contact is defined as trika-sannipdta 
which is the simultaneous flashing into existence of three factors 
of knowledge which are (i) the object or content cognised (visayd),
(ii) the instrument of cognition or the sense-organ (indriya) and
(iii) the cognising consciousness (vijnana or chitta). Manaskara is 
defined as attention or directing of the mind again and again to 
the same object (chetasa abhogah).2 Vedana is feeling, which may 
be pleasant, painful or indifferent. In the Alaya there is only 
indifferent feeling (upeksa vedana tatra). Samjna is apperception 
or conceptualising function leading to a determinate judgment 
like ‘this is blue, not yellow*. It is defining the object by its 
characteristic mark.3 Chetand is volitional activity of the-mind by 
which it flows as it were towards the object like iron getting attracted 
towards magnet.4 These five mentals are present in the Alaya in 
their pure and indeterminate form. As avidya does not ‘cover' the 
nature of the Alaya it is called anivrta or unobscured by suffering.5 
And as subject-object duality is present in it in its undifferentiated 
and indeterminate form it is called ‘avydkrta as it cannot be 
categorised as good or bad.6 The Alaya is not non-dual eternal 
consciousness; it is ever-changing and momentary. It flows like 
a universal stream of consciousness containing within it an infinite 
plurality of streams of individual consciousness (chitta-santati) P In 
Nirvana, the stream of Afoya-vijnana dries up. When Buddhahood 
is attained, the Alaya is transcended; the transcendental Illusion 
of objectivity is eradicated and consequently the operation of the 
Alaya comes to a stop.8

Although the Aiayorijnana is not ultimate, its phenomenal reality 
must be accepted to account for bondage and liberation. There 
can be no bondage without avidya and samskdra and Alaya is the

1. sadâ sparsha-manaskàra-\it-samjnà-chetanânvilam. Trimshikà, K. 3.
2. äbhogah älambanc punah punah chittasya ävaijanam. Trimshihä-Bhäfya, p. 20.
3. viçayanimittodgrahanam, vi$ayavishesatvanirüpanam. Ibid., p. 21.
4. chclänä chittàbhisamskâro manashche$}ä. Ibid.
5. kleshairanävftatväd anivrtam. Ibid.
6. kushaläkushalatvena avyäkaranad avyäkrtam. Ibid.
7. tachcha vartate srotasaughavaL Trimshikä, K. 4.
8. lasya vyävrtürarhatve. Ibid., K. 5.

äshrayasya paràvfttir dvidhä dau$lhulyahänitah. Ibid., K. 29.
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receptům of these. Without a repository in which seeds of phe
nomena are stored, the flow of empirical life would come to an 
end. And there can be no Nirvana unless this Illusion of objec
tivity and the vásanás, alongwith the twofold coverings (avarand) 
of klesha and jňeya, are completely destroyed. The unbroken flow 
of the Álaya also accounts for the continuity of individual exist
ence during successive births and during deep sleep, unconscious 
states and trance states where empirical consciousness does not 
exist. Hence, to account for bondage, continuity of individual 
existence and liberation ÁlaycNijňána must be accepted over and 
above pravrttir\ijňánas.1

Álayavijňána bears some points of resemblance to Prakrti in 
Sáňkhya, to Adrsta in Nyáya-Vaishesika and to Ishvara and Saksl in 
Advaita Vedanta. Prakrti, like Álaya, is sarva-bijaka as it implicitly 
contains the seeds of all phenomena. It also, like Álaya, is an 
undifferentiated and indeterminate whole. Further, like Álaya, it 
is changing every moment and is dynamic in nature. The inherent 
unstability forces Alaya to evolve the determinate content; in Prakrti 
too the lack of harmony among the gunas (guna-vaisamya) leads 
to evolution. But there are fundamental differences also between 
the two. Prakrti is ultimate, independent and unconditioned, while 
Álaya is dependent on the Absolute and is conditioned by avidyd 
and karma. Prakrti as ultimate cannot be annihilated; Áíaya-stream 
dries up in Nirvana. Prakrti, as objectivity itself, is given an 
ontologically independent status; Álaya as primal subject is cre
ative Will. In both Sáňkhya and Vijňánaváda pure consciousness 
is treated as changeless and is not subjected to evolution and yet 
the involvement of pure consciousness somehow in objectivity is 
said to be the necessary condition of evolution. But the bias in 
favour of realistic pluralism leads Sáňkhya to an* irreconcilable 
dualism of Purusa and Prakrti, to the degeneration of Purusa into 
an infinite plurality of empirical selves, to the independence of 
Prakrti, the objective, and to treat its evolution as real. Vijňánaváda, 
on the other hand, is absolutism and idealism and refuses to 
accord an ontological status to objectivity and to the evolution 
engendered by it. Sáňkhya makes Prakrti independent and cre

1. álayavijňáne sati samsára-pravrttir nivfttishcha nányathá ityavashyam 
chak$uradivijrtánavyatiriktam álayavijftanam abhyupagantavyam.

—Trimshiká-Bháfya, pp. 37-39.
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ative, but fails to explain the association of Prakrti with Purusa 
which supplies the motive force of evolution and in the end this 
association turns out to be only a semblance. Vijnanavada main
tains that consciousness alone can be creative and can evolve this 
world out of it, and that objectivity is a transcendental Illusion. 
In Sankhya Prakrti or Objectivity evolves this world due to its 
associadon with Purusa or Consciousness; in Vijnanavada, Con
sciousness evolves this world due to its associadon with objectivity, 
the transcendental Illusion.

Again, Alaya may be compared to Adrsta in Nyaya-Vaishesika. 
Adrsta, like Alaya, is a store-house where the seeds of all karmas 
are implicidy contained and which matures them and thus sup
plies the motive force leading to evoludon. Though each soul has 
its own adrsta, yet an universal Adrsta as the main reservoir is 
maintained by Nyaya-Vaishesika which like Alaya is being replen
ished by fresh karmas. But this Adrsta, like Prakrti, is treated as 
unconscious and has to function under the guidance of God. 
Alaya, on the other hand, is universal consciousness appearing as 
defiled with avidyd and karma and needs no supervision.

Alaya may be compared to Ishvara or God in Advaita Vedanta. 
Both are absolute consciousness appearing dnged with avidyd. 
Both project and sustain this world. Both are unobscured by the 
covering side of avidyd and are completely free from suffering. 
Both are self-conscious creative Will. Both stand on a transcendental 
level. Both are transcended in liberation. Evolution is an 
appearance in both. But there are important differences also 
between the two. In Vijnanavada avidyd is the transcendental 
Illusion of subject-object duality; in Advaita Vedanta avidyd or 
mayd is the power of the Absolute which is material (jada) and 
indescribable either as real or as unreal (sadasadanirvachaniya) . 
Vijnanavada is idealism both ontologically and epistemologically; 
Advaita Vedanta is ontological idealism and epistemic realism. 
Alaya is momentary and has no personality; Ishvara is a personal 
God in whose supreme personality knowledge, will and emotion 
are fully integrated. Alaya is fouled by avidyd or transcendental 
Illusion of objectivity; Ishvara is the Lord of avidyd or maya. God’s 
function as the creator, preserver and destroyer of this universe; 
His bestowing Grace on the devotees; His intimate relation with 
the individual selves and such other conceptions are lacking in 
Vijnanavada.
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Alaya can a\so be compared to Safes! in Advaita Vedanta. Sak$i 
is the unchanging (kutasthd) and unaffected witness of the jiva 
and its actions and it is pure consciousness appearing as associated 
with avidya or antahkarana and is distinguished from the empirical 
and individualised consciousness of the jiva or pramdta which is 
limited (avachchhinna) by the internal organ (antahkarana). SaksI 
is associated with (but not limited by) indeterminate and 
undifferentiated Ignorance (avidyopahita) and is not individualised. 
The objectivity confronting Maya is also indeterminate and 
undifferentiated. Both stand on the transcendental level and are 
not empirical. In both, avidya stands on an epistemic level while 
consciousness stands on an ontological level. Saksi and Alaya both 
account for the continuity of empirical life during deep sleep, 
unconscious states and trance.

(2) Klista Manas or Manovijndna: The second manifestation of 
Vijnana is called klista manovijndna. It is a link between the Alayar 
vijnana, the universal consciousness and the pmvrttirvijnanas, the 
individual consciousness. It should be distinguished from the sixth 
/jratrt/hvijhana called manovijnana or empirical consciousness. The 
individualisation of the universal is possible only through 
categorisation or thought-construction. Hence the essence of the 
klista manas is said to consist in categorisation or intellection 
(manana)'. The klista manas through its inherent thought-forms 
differentiates the indeterminate content of the Alaya into the 
determinate-categories of empirical knowledge. It actualises the 
seeds implicit in the Alaya. The subject-aspect of the Alaya mani
fests itself into an infinite plurality of individual streams of klista 
manas and the object-aspect into the various pravrtti-vijnanas called 
Tnsaya^vijnapti. Each klista manas represents the unity of an indi
vidual stream of consciousness, while the Alaya is the coordination 
of all such streams. The main function of the klista manas consists 
in the projection of the ego. The Alaya is the transcendental Ego, 
which is the presupposition of all knowledge and which gives 
unity to the manifold moments of consciousness. The klista manas 
is the empirical ego which is the object of introspection. It derives 
its power of categorisation from the transcendental synthetic unity 
of the Alaya. The Alaya is called the locus (dshraya) as well as the

1. mano nama vijftanam mananatmakam. Trimshikd, K. 5.
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object (alambana) of the klista manasJ
The klista manas is so called because it is always defiled by four 

kinds of suffering (klesha) which are called defiled (nivrtd) and 
indeterminate in themselves (avydhrta). These four kleshas are: (1) 
notion of the ego (dtma-drsti), (2) ignorance about the nature of 
the ego (atma-moha), (3) vanity of the ego (dtma-mana), and (4) 
attachment to the ego (dtma-sneha) r The notion of the ego is the 
knowledge aspect, the vanity of the ego the volitional aspect and 
the attachment to the ego the emotional aspect in the personality 
of the ego. It is also accompanied by the five universal mentals, 
which are present in the Alaya also, namely, contact, attention, 
affection, cognition and conation. The ignorance about the nature 
of the ego consists in the ignorance of the fact that the ego is 
only a superimposition on the five momentary mental states 
(skandha).

The klista manas does not exist in liberation or Arhat-hood 
where all suffering is destroyed and the Alaya itself is transcended. 
Its function is stopped in certain trance-states, though after the 
trance it arises again out of the Alaya} In the empirical life it 
always exists as it is the presupposition of empirical experience.

The klista manas can be compared with the jiva or pramatd in 
Advaita Vedanta. Both stand for the empirical subject Or ego- 
consciousness and are accredited with the function of 
categorisation. Both derive their power from the transcendental 
source, the klista manas from the Alaya and the jiva from the Saksi. 
Both give unity to our empirical experience and own it. Both are 
dissolved in liberation. Both are merged in universal conscious
ness (Alaya or Saksi) in the trance-state of nirvikalpa samadhi 
(nirodha-samdpatti) out of which they arise again when the trance 
is over.

(3) Visaya-Vijnapti: This is the third manifestation of Vijnana. 
It is the individual consciousness at the empirical level. It consists 
in the determinate awareness of the object. It is of six kinds and 
is divided into external and internal. The five sense-cognitions of

1. tadashritya pravartate tadalambam mano nama vijn&nam. ibid.
2. kleshaishchaturbhih sahitam nimavyakrtaih sada I 

aimadretyatmamohataiamanatrnasnehasanjriitaih II Ibid., K. 6.
3. Arhato na ta t na nirodha-samapattau .marge lokottare na cha. Ibid.t K. 7.
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colour, taste, touch, smell and sound obtained through the five 
sense-organs are called ‘external* because they constitute our 
knowledge of the so-called ‘external* world, while the sixth, the 
normal mental states (manovijnana) comprising ideas, feelings 
and volitions, is called internal. These mental states, like the five 
sense-cognitions, are also objects for the klista manas. The five kinds 
of sense-data and the resultant consciousness over which our 
normal mind or will has no control are the projections of the 
Alaya and not of the klista manas, which merely receives them and 
unifies them into knowledge. These are our world-objects. The 
objects in dream, illusion and hallucination and the objects of 
pure imagination are the projections of the klista manas. These 
are less vivid and last for a short time because the power of the 
individual klista manas is very much limited in comparison to the 
Alaya and its consciousness is covered and defiled by ignorance 
and dullness.1

The six kinds of visaya-vijnana are accompanied by fifty-one 
mentals (chaitta dhanna) which comprise the five universal mentals 
(sarvatraga), five determinate mentals (viniyata), eleven meritorious 
mentals (kushala), six sufferings (klesha), twenty sub-sufferings 
(upaklesha) and four indeterminate mentals (aniyata). The feeling 
(vedand), which is one of the five universal mentals, in visaya- 
vijnana may be pleasant, unpleasant or indifferent. The four 
indeterminate mentals may be defiled (klista) or undefiled (aklista). 
When these are defiled, they are treated as four more sub- 
sufferings.2

The five sensory vijnanas arise out of the Alaya due to their 
respective vasanas and before perishing lay their seeds or vasanas 
in the Alaya, which vasanas give rise to further vijnanas and this 
cyclic order goes on. The sensory vijnanas are always followed by 
mental states (manovijiidna) which are said to be attendants on 
them (anuchara). A sensory vijnana always gives rise to a 
manovijnana though the latter may arise even without the former. 
Thus these six kinds of i/wayo-vijnana which make up our phe
nomenal world arise out of the Alaya which is their source (mulor 
vijnana). They may arise successively or simultaneously, singly or

1. Vimshatika, K. 18.
2. These 51 menials are explained by Sthiramati in his Trimshika-Bhdfya (pp. 25- 

33) on Karikas 9-14.
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jointly. One alambana-pratyaya (object-consciousness) can produce 
many vijnanas simultaneously. Their number is not fixed. Their 
rising from the Alaya is compared to the emergence of waves in 
an ocean (tarangdndm yathd jale).x Manovijhdna or moments of 
empirical consciousness always arise and flow, with or without 
sensory cognitions, in an individual stream of consciousness except 
in five states which are, (1) liberation, (2) trance-states, (3) deep 
sleep, (4) swoon and (5) death.2 The unbroken sequence of the 
Alaya accounts for the continuity of empirical existence inspite of 
these gaps.

The modification of Vijnana in these three main phases is not 
ultimate. It is engendered by transcendental Illusion of objecti
vity. The evolution of consciousness is merely logical and should 
not be mistaken as a historical process. There is*a way from the 
world to the Absolute, but no way from the Absolute to the world. 
The Absolute is beyond time and causation. There is no real 
defilement of Vijnana and so the consequent purification is not 
ultimately true. Still its phenomenal reality cannot be denied. The 
need for spiritual discipline is fully emphasised. Just as the unre
ality of dream-objects can be realised when the dreamer gets 
awake, similarly the unreality of the world can be realised only 
when a person slumbering in transcendental Illusion of subject- 
object duality awakes in the Absolute through immediate non
dual spiritual experience.3 The pure non-dual Vijnaptimatrata can 
be realised not through thought, but only by the pure spiritual 
experience of the Buddhas.4

VI. THE THREE SVABHAVAS

Vijnanavada analyses the nature of empirical illusion and analogi
cally extends it to transcendental illusion. The analysis of an em
pirical illusion reveals that it consists in the false idea of objec
tivity, is projected and sustained by the creativity of consciousness 
and has its ground finally in pure undisturbed consciousness. For

1. Trimshikà, K.15 with Bha$ya.
2. Ibid., K.16 with Bhäsya.
3. Vimshatikà, K.17 and Vrtti on it. cvam vitathâbhyâsavâsanànidrayâ prasupto lokah 

svapna ivâbhütam artham pashyan....lokottara-nirokalpa-jnàna]âbhât prabuddho 
bhavati tàda viçayâbhâvam yathävadavagachchhati.

4. vijnaptimàtratà Buddhànam gocharah...tarkävi$ayatvät. Ibid., pp. 10-11.
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example, in the rope-snake illusion instead of the objective snake 
we have merely its form in consciousness. The snake is illusory 
because it is mistaken as an external object.

Thus the analysis of illusion reveals three things which belong 
to three different levels of existence (svabhava), namely, (1) the 
object which is superimposed (adhyasta or aropita or upacharita 
artha) and is utterly unreal; (2) the creative consciousness which 
assumes the form of the object (arthdkara vijndna) and serves as 
the immanent basis (dshraya or ddhdra) of superimposition; and
(3) the pure non-dual Consciousness (Vijnanamatra) which is the 
transcendent ground (adhisthana) uninvolved in illusion. These 
three svabhavas are respectively called the parikalpita (imaginary), 
the paratantra (relative or conditioned) and the pannispanna 
(Absolute). The imaginary is cancelled by the mere knowing of 
it (parijhdna); the relative is to be purified by the removal of 
impurity of the transcendental Illusion of subject-object duality by 
intense yogic samadhi (prahdna); and the Absolute is to be di
rectly realised by non-dual spiritual experience (prdpti or 
saksatkara) }

(1) The Parikalpita Svabhava: The parikalpita is the ‘object* which 
is said to be pure imagination (kalpand-matra). The entire phe
nomenal world which we normally experience comes under this 
category. Whatever is perceived as an ‘object’ is a super-imposi
tion on its ‘form* assumed by creative consciousness and is there
fore illusory. The sting of the illusory lies in the idea of objectivity. 
Hence the subject-object duality (grahya-grdhaka-vdsand) is very 
often expressed in this system only by the word ‘object* (artha) 
and the illusory (parikalpita) is identified with the object.2 The 
word ‘object’ in Vijnanavada means that which confronts con
sciousness as an ‘other’ and includes external objects as well as 
individual subjects, sense-organs and mental states comprising 
ideas, emotions and volitions.3 The word ‘object* includes the 
entire phenomenal world of individual subjects (dtma or pudgala) 
and all internal and external objects (dharma) from the lowest to

1. parijnanam prahanancha saksatkaranamevc cha I Madhyanla-Vibhaga, K., Ill, 9 
Also, Trisvabhavanirdtsha, K. 31-32.

2. arthah parikalpitasvabhavah. Madhydntn-iikd, p. 18, 19, 22-3 (on K. I, 6)
3. arthah rupadayah chak§uradayah atma-vijhaptayashcha. Ibid.
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the highest including even the attributes of Buddha and is de
clared to be illusory {pankalpita)} It is the result of imagination 
(kalpana), super-imposition (adhydropa) or projection (upaclmra). 
It is called pankalpita because, though non-existent, it is imagined 
to exist; and it is called svabhava because, though absolutely unreal, 
it is mistaken as ‘real’ by the ignorant common folks.2

(2) The Paratantra Svabhava: It is called paratantra because it 
is governed by the causal law of dependent origination (pratitya- 
samutpdda).5 Paratantra is creative consciousness which has lost its 
original purity and non-dual nature due to its association with 
transcendental illusion of objectivity, which subjects it to the op
eration of the causal law and compels it to undergo modifica
tion and assume various forms.4 The word paratantra primarily 
stands for Â/ûy«-vijnâna and also denotes its seven satellites—the 
klista manas and the six iz/^o-vijnanas. All these eight vijnânas are 
called paratantra because they have no independent existence and 
arise depending on their causes and conditions.5 This Creative 
Consciousness as the universal reservoir of all vasanàs is called 
Alaya; as the immanent basis which projects the phenomenal world 
of subject-object duality and sustains its super-imposition on its 
modification it is called àshraya; and as the source of creative 
imagination (parikalpa) projecting the unreal object (abhüta) it is 
called abhùla-parikalpa.6 This process, as explained before7, is due 
to transcendental Illusion and is not ultimately real. The process 
of the phenomenalisation of the Real and the nature of the eight 
vijnânas have already been explained in detail.8 The paratantra, 
in fact, is the parinispanna itself appearing as fouled by the sub

1. ycna ycna vikalpena yad yad vastu vikalpyatc adhyaunikam bahyam vantasho 
yavad Buddhu-dharma api pankalpita cvasau svabhavah

-Trimshikd-Bhayya, p. 39.
2. abhutamapi astiti parikalpyate. Madhya nta-Tika, p. 19, 22 (K.I, 6).
3. paratantra-svabhavaslu vikalpah praiyayodbhavah. - Triinshikd, K. 21.
4. vasanadhipatycna bhinnabhasam vijnanam prajayatc. Madhydnta-Jikd, p. 15.
5. parair hetu-pratyayais lantryatc janyatc, na tu svayam bhavatiti paratantrah. Ibid, 

p. 19. 23 (K. I, 6)
Also Trivishikd-Bhdsya, p. 39; a$tavijnanavastukah paratantrah Af. Jika, p. 15.

6. abhutaparikalpa cva paratantrah. —Madhydnta-Jikd, p. .19.
7. See supra, pp. 92-3
8. See supra, pp. 93-102.
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ject-object duality. When this duality due to transcendental illu
sion is eradicated, it shines as non-dual pure Consciousness which 
in fact it always is.

(3) The Parinispanna Svabhava: The parinispanna is the Abso
lute eternally free from the subject-object duality.1 It is the paratantra 
free from the parikalpitar It is called parinispanna because it is 
absolutely unchanging, ever the same, never touched by any 
process, change or modification.3 It is pure, eternal and non-dual 
consciousness which is ever the same like space.4 It is pure, non
dual and transcendental consciousness which is beyond empirical 
thought.5 It is beyond senses, thought and language. It cannot be 
conceptualised, categorised or described. It is totally indetermi
nate and free from the subject-object duality. To drag it down and 
involve it in thought-relations would be its phenomenalisation. It 
is eternal for it is beyond time and space. It is shunyata because 
it is eternally free from the subject-object duality (grdhadvaya- 
shunyata). It is the dharmata (reality) of the dhamas (phenom
ena). It is the ultimate reality (paramartha) of the phenomena 
(dhannas). It is tathatd, for it is eternal and always the same 
{sarvakalam tathdbhdvat). It is Vijnaptimatrata for it is pure non
dual consciousness.6 As free from subject-object duality, it is called 
‘pure That’ (tan-matra) or ‘Pure Being’ (vasturnatra)? It is ‘pure 
Bliss* (sukha) for it is eternal, and that which is momentary is 
miserable.8 It is absolute purity (anasrava) and freedom (vimukti). 
It is nirvana itself. It is pure consciousness, which is non-relational 
and transcendent to thought-determinations. Here, there is nei
ther self-consciousness (achitta) nor object-consciousness

1. grahya-grahakabhavah parinispannah svabhavah. Madhydnta-Tikd, p. 19, 22.
2. paratantrasya parikalpiiena atyantarahitata parinispanna-svabhavah. Trimshika- 

Bhayya, p. 40.
3. avikaraparini$pattya parinispannah. Ibid.
4. akashavad ekarasam jnanam. Ibid.
5. nirvikalpam lokottaram jnanam. Trirtishikn Bhnsya, p. 43.
6. dharmanam paramarthashcha sa yatasiathata pi sah 1 

sarvakalam tathabhavat saiva vijnapti-matraia il Trinishika, Karikd 25.
7. Triinshika, Kdrika 27; grahya-grahaka-rahitam vastumatram. Madhyanta-tika, p. 10.
8. sukho nityatvat. yadanilyam tadduhkham, ayam cha nityah ityasmat sukhah*. 

Trimshikn-Bhasya, p. 44.
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{anupalambha)} It is transcendental non-dual spiritual experience, 
which is Nirvana itself, pure and eternal Bliss. At the same time, 
it is also the immanent reality of all the dharrnas, no appearance 
is without it. It is dhanna-dhatu or dharma'kaya of the Buddha.2

These three svabhavas are neither three ‘reals* nor three ‘truths’ 
nor even three ‘degrees of reality*. The Absolute is the only reality 
and the only truth. The parikalpita is utterly unreal and the 
paratantra belongs to samvrti. They are called ‘svabhava* only by 
courtesy.

It should be noted that the distinction among parinispanna, 
paratantra and parikalpita in Vijnanavada differs from the distinc
tion among paramdrtha, vyavahdra and pratibhasa in Vedanta. The 
basis of this distinction is different in both these systems. 
Vijnanavada distinguishes between two grades of Reality, Reality 
in itself as it is in its inherent purity (parinispanna) and Reality 
as it appears defiled or conditioned by transcendental avidyd or 
vasana (paratantra). Vijnana, whether pure or defiled, is the only 
reality. The third, the parikalpita is the imaginary ‘object’ (which 
includes our entire empirical world) which is declared as utterly 
unreal like the sky-flower and left ungraded. It places all illusion, 
empirical and world-illusion, on the same level. It distinguishes 
between two factors found in every illusion which are, parikalpita 
or the superimposed object (e.g. the ‘snake1 in rope-snake illusion 
and the ‘rope’ as an object in world-illusion) and paratantra or 
the ‘form’ of the object assumed by consciousness (e.g. the ‘form 
of the snake* assumed by individual consciousness in rope-snake 
illusion and the ‘form of the rope’ assumed by the universal 
consciousness or Alaya-vijnana in world-illusion when we see a 
rope as an ‘external object*). Vedanta, on the other hand, be
lieves that the paramdrtha is not subject to degrees, and grades 
appearances into transcendental or vyavahdra and empirical or 
pratibhasa. These illusions belong to two different orders and can
not be placed on the same level. The two factors in illusion, for

1. achiuo'niipalambho'sau jnnnam lokottaram cha tat I Trimshikâ, Kàrikâ 29.
2. sa cva’nâsravo dhäturachintyah kushalo dhruvah I

sukho vimuktikäyo' sau dharmäkhvo'yam Mahänmnch II Trimshikä, Kärikä 30. 
dharmadhätur vinirmukto yasmäd dharmo na vidyate I

Madhyänta-Vibhäga K., V, 19.
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Vedânta, are the superimposed object (adhyasta) and the ground 
of superimposition (adhisthâna).

VII. ABHÜTA-PARIKALPA AND SHÜNYATÀ

Just as shünyatà in the sense of the Absolute means prapancha- 
shùnyatà or freedom from plurality of thought-constructions and 
when applied to phenomena means svabhàva-shïinyatà or the phe
nomenal world devoid of independent existence, similarly abhüta- 
parikalpa in the sense of the Absolute means the pure transcen
dent consciousness or the parinispanna Vijnaptimâtratà which is 
gràha-dvaya-shïmyatà or freedom from subject-object duality and 
when applied to phenomena means the constructive conscious
ness (paratantra) which undergoes modification and projects the 
world of subject-object duality (parihalpita) on its own forms. The 
parinispanna is called abhüta-parikalpa in the sense of being the 
transcendent ground (adhisthâna) of phenomena absolutely free 
from all duality which indirectly allows itself to be superimposed 
upon without any involvement in superimposition (abhütasya 
parikalpo yasmin sah). The paratantra is called abhüta-parikalpa in 
the sense of creative consciousness which, through its constructive 
ideation (vikalpa), projects and sustains the illusion of the world 
of subject-object duality as its immanent basis (abhutasya parikalpo 
yasmàt sah). The parihalpita is called abhüta-parikalpa in the sense 
of the unreal (abhùta) world of subject-object duality which is 
superimposed (parihalpita) 011 the modification of consciousness 
(abhütashchà'sau parikalpitashcha) .]

Though all the three svabhàvas are called abhuta-parikalpa in 
three different senses, this word is usually applied to the paratantra 
or the eightfold vijnânâs2, i.e., the Alaya, the hlista manas and the 
six visaya-vijnânas, and includes all the minds and mentals in all 
the three worlds.5 Primarily, it stands for the Àlaya-vijnana, the 
first modification of the Vijnaptimâtra, which partakes of both the

1. abhutamasmin dvayam parikalpyatc iti....abhùtaparikalpo grâhya-grâhaka- 
rahiiatayâ parinispannah. abhùtamancna dvayam parikalpyate ili... sa cva 
heiupratyayapâratantryât paratantrah. abhutamapi dvayam asiîti parikalpyate 
iti... sa cva grâhya-grahaka-rüpena prakhyânât parikalpitah. Madhyànta-Jikà, pp. 
12 & 18-9 (on K. 1, 2 8c 6).

2. a$!avijftànavastukah paratantro'bhütaparikalpah. Ibid., p. 15.
3. abluitaparikalpastu .chitta-chaittâsiridhâtukàh. Madhyânta, K. I, 9
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parinispanna and the parikalpita and projects this world. Though 
both the parikalpita and the paratantra are negated, yet both do 
not enjoy equal status. The parikalpita is totally negated because 
it is utterly unreal; but the paratantra is negated only to the extent 
of its imputed character of subject-object duality. Negation in 
both cases is total because the imputed duality in the paratantra 
is totally negated and the real nature of the paratantra as the 
parinispanna is reaffirmed.

Negation is always the cancellation of an illusion and is signifi
cant only as the denial of the false ascribed character of the Real 
(adhydropdpavada). Shunyatd is not universal negation, but nega
tion of subject-object duality in abhuta-parikalpa. That which is 
devoid is real; that of which it is devoid is unreal. Vijhana or 
abhutaparikalpa which projects the subject-object duality is real; 
the projected subject-object duality is unreal.1 Negation of this 
duality reaffirms the non-dual nature of Vijhana.2 The parikalpita 
exists only as a superimposed object during illusion (bhrdntimdtraika- 
gochara). The paratantra exists as a phenomenal reality from the 
standpoint of thought (shuddha-laukika-gochara). The parinispanna 
is pure non-dual consciousness which can be realised through 
immediate spiritual experience (avikalpa-jnana-gochara) *

Vm. SANKLESHA AND VYAVADANA

Sanklesha means suffering, defilement, bondage; vyavadana means 
end of suffering, purification, liberation. It has been explained 
before4 that the pure non-dual Vijnaptimatra, through its 
beginningless and transcendental vdsand or Avidyd appears as cre
ative will and gives rise to our world of subject-object duality 
which is our suffering and our bondage. When this vdsand is 
rooted out vijhana shines in its absolute non-dual purity.

Vijnanavada, as true absolutism, emphasises the fact that the

1. aviparilam shünyatâ-lak$anam udbhâsitam. yachchhünyam tasya sadbhäväd ycna 
shünyam tasya tatrâbhàvàL— Madhyânta-fikâ, p. 12, 14. 
abhùtaparikalpo'sti dvayam tatra na vidyatc I
shùnyatà vidyatc tatra tasvâmapi sa vidyatc II Madhynnta, K. I, 2.

2. iyameva shünyatà yâ grâhya-grâhaka-rahitatâ abhûtaparikalpe....na shünyatâ 
nàstitvam. Madhyànta-Jïkà, p. 10, 11.

3. Ilnd., p. 19.
4. ibid., p. 15; scc supra, pp. 94-102.
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Absolute is at once both transcendent and immanent. If the 
Absolute were only transcendent, it would not constitute the reality 
of the world; and if it were only immanent, it would itself be a 
phenomenon.1 If the Absolute were identical with the world, it 
would itself be defiled and would not serve as the basis of 
purification, or the world itself would be pure like the Absolute 
and there would be no suffering. And if it were different from 
the world, it would not be the reality of the world and the pos
sibility of purification by negation of duality would be denied, or 
the world itself would be real and suffering would be eternal.2 In 
both cases the spiritual discipline would be in vain and Nirvana 
would not be attained. If the Absolute did not appear as defiled, 
there could be no suffering and all beings would be liberated 
without any effort; and if the Absolute were in itself not ever-pure 
and undefiled, all spiritual effort would go in vain and Nirvana 
could not be attained.*1 Hence the Absolute is neither identical 
with nor different from the paratantra * The importance of the 
phenomenal lies in the fact that the Absolute can be realised only 
through it by negating its ascribed character of subject-object 
duality.5

The defilement and purification of Consciousness are due to 
transcendental Illusion of objectivity. They do not belong to 
parikalpita, for the unreal can be neither defiled nor purified.6 
They do not pertain to paratanlra even, for that too is due to 
transcendental Illusion.7 So they must belong to the parinispanna 
itself. But as the Absolute is eternally pure, they cannot really 
belong to it. Hence it must be admitted that both of these are 
due to transcendental Illusion.8 Just as water, gold and space are 
in themselves pure but may appear as fouled by mud, alloy and

1. Trimshika-Bhdfya. p. 40.
2. Madhyanta-fika, p. 40. na cha dhartnantaram dharmantarasya dharmata bhavilum 

arhati.
3. sarikli$(a chcd bhavcn nasau muktah syuh sarva-dchinah I vishuddha ched bhavcn 

nasau vyayamo ni$phaIo bhavct II Madhyanta-Karika, I. 22.
4. ata cva sa naivanyo nananyah paratantratah. - Trimshikd, Karikd 22.
5. sarik1eshapak$adcva \yavadanapak$o miirgayiiavyah —Madhyanta-fika, p. 12.
6. Ibid., p. 223 (on K. V. 22).
7. Ibid.
8. kasya punah tc syatam? Dharmadhatoh tasyapi vikalpanad cva, tayoraganiukatvad 

Dharmadhatoshcha akashavad avikaratval. Ibid., p. 224. (on K. V. 21)
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dirt, and when these adventitious properties are removed they 
regain their own pure nature. Similarly, the Absolute-appears 
defiled due to avidyd or muldvdsana and when it is removed the 
Absolute regains its original purity.1 It should be noted that the 
examples of water and gold do not indicate real defilement; they 
are cited merely for emphasising the importance of spiritual 
discipline from the phenomenal standpoint and lest these may be 
mistaken as indicating real defilement, the example of space is 
immediately added. Shankaracharya also gives this example.2 Space 
is never really defiled; it merely appears to be so. Vijnanavada 
repeatedly emphasises that this whole process is phenomenal only 
and is not ultimately real3, that liberation is only the cancellation 
of transcendental Illusion.4 But, unless the Absolute is realised, 
the subject-object duality cannot be transcended.5 As the falsity of 
the dream-objects can be realised only when the dreamer gets 
awake, similarly the falsity of the phenomenal world can be realised 
only when pure non-dual consciousness is realised.6 Though ul
timately defilement and purification, bondage and liberation, both 
are unreal and even the consciousness of attainment of liberation 
is transcended, yet their phenomenal reality must be accepted. 
Vijnanavada prescribes and stresses the paramount importance of 
an elaborate spiritual discipline (yoga) culminating in the highest 
meditation or samadhi for the cancellation of transcendental Il
lusion and the realisation of pure non-dual Vijnaptimatra.

IX. THE LATER FORM OF VIJNANAVADA

The later form of Vijnanavada which has kicked out absolutism 
and universalised momentariness should be treated as a separate 
school which we have designated as Svatantra-Vijnanavada. This

1. abdhätu-kanakäkäsha-shuddhivachachhuddhirisyate. Madhyänta-Kärikä, I, 17. 
yasyäkäsh a-suvarn a-väri sadrshî klcshâd vishuddhir mata. -Mahayänasüträlankära, 
p. 58.

2. bâlâh âkâshe talamalinatvâdi adhyasyanü. —Shänkara-Bhäyya, Introduction.
3. malam tasya p rahânancha dvayamâgantukam matam I D harm adhâtor 

vishuddhatvât prakrtyâ vyomavat punah II —Madhyänta-Vibhäga, Kârikâ, V, 21. 
na kliçtâ nâpi châklistâ shuddhâshuddhàpi naiva sä I - Ibid, Kärikä I, 23.

4. tatashcha mokso bhramamätrasanksayah. —Mahäyänasxiträlaixkära, p. 22.
5. yävad vijnaptimätratve vijnänam nävatis{.hati I

grähadvayasyänushayastävan na vinivartate II Trimshikä, Kärikä 26.
6. Trirtishikä-Bhäyyat p. 9.
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school is also known as Sautrantika-Yogachara and is founded by 
Dinnaga and developed by Dharmakirti and Shantaraksita who 
rank among the greatest dialecticians of India. They have vigor
ously attacked the other systems especially Nyaya and Mimarhsa, 
the schools of staunch realism which were the major opponents 
of Buddhism in those times. The Naiyayikas and the Mlmamsakas 
in their turn not only defended their position, but also repaid 
the Buddhists in the form of ruthless counter-attacks. These at
tacks and counter-attacks resulted in the production of an enor
mously rich, valuable and voluminous philosophical literature. 
With the end of Svatantra-Vijnanavada virtually ended Buddhist 
philosophy in India. As this school degenerated into pluralistic 
subjectivism, it has been vehemently criticised by the absolutists, 
within its own fold by the later Madhyamikas like Chandrakirti 
and Shantideva and outside its fold by the great Shahkaracharya. 
It is not our purpose to discuss this school in this work.1 We may 
remark here that some scholars include Shantaraksita, the famous 
author of the great polemical work Tattva-sangraha> under the 
Madhyamika or the Madhyamika-Yogachara school. In our view 
this is incorrect. In his Tattvasangraha he employs the negative 
dialectic to criticise other schools, but the entire work is written 
from the Svatantra-Vijnanavada standpoint that consciousness is 
the only reality and that it is momentary. He himself admits that 
so far as ultimate reality is concerned he follows the foot-steps of 
the learned Acharyas (i.e., Vasubandhu and Dinnaga) who have 
proved and clarified Vijnaptimatrata.*2 This settles the issue. Poussin 
and Wintemitz include him under Svatantrika-Yogachara school, 
according to Tibetan trad ition .3 His authorship of 
Mddhyamikdlahkdra, even if proved, may not make him a 
Madhyamika, even as the authorship of Abhidharmakosha does not 
make Vasubandhu a Sarvastivadl. It may be an open question 
whether in his later years he inclined towards the Madhyamika 
school. In any case, Shantaraksita’s m onum ental work,

1. The interested reader may read the 8th Chapter of my book A Critical Survey 
of Indian Philosophy.

2. Vijnaptimatratasiddhir dhlmadbhir vimalikrta I asmabhistad disha yatam 
paramartha-vinishchaye II — Tuttva-sahgraha, Karika 2084.
The reference here is clearly to Vasubandhu and Dinnaga.

3. MCB, ii, p. 67 and History of Indian Literature, Vol. II. p. 374.
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Tattvasangraha reveals him as a Svatantra-Vijnanavadi and not as 
a Madhyamika or Madhyamika-Yogachara.

We shall briefly mention here the main points of difference 
between these two schools. This school has given up absolutism. 
The word ‘Vijnaptimatra’ or ‘Vijnanamatra’ is used in this school 
in the literal sense of ‘Consciousness-only1 which is declared to 
be momentary, i.e., in the sense of a Vijnana-moment, and not 
in the sense of eternal and absolute Consciousness in which it is 
used in the earlier school of original Vijnanavada. All the epithets 
which original Vijnanavada uses for the Absolute Vijnana are 
used by this school for a pure Vijnana-moment except the epithets 
of eternality and absoluteness. A pure Vijnana-moment is non
dual (advaya), free from subject-object duality (gjahya-grdhaka- 
rahita), free from the defilement of vdsand or avidyd, is formless 
(nirdkdra or nirdbhasa) and self-luminous (svaprakdisha). gecondly, 
this school universalises the theory of momentariness. In original 
Vijnanavada, momentariness is restricted to phenomena and the 
Absolute is declared to be eternal, because the momentary is the 
miserable; in this school momentariness applies even to reality, 
because the momentary is the real. A Vijnana-moment, defiled by 
vdsand on avidyd, constitutes miser}' and the same, freed from 
vdsand or avidyd, regains its original purity and joy. Thirdly, this 
school treats pratityasamutpdda as real causation which operates 
even in reality. In original Vijnanavada causation is restricted within 
phenomena and the Absolute is declared to be beyond causation 
and change; in this school causation is real and operates within 
momentary ideas. Causation is efficiency and the momentary alone 
is the efficient. Momcntariness and efficiency are equated and 
both are identified with reality. This school, therefore, is pluralistic 
and subjective idealism. Like original Vijnanavada, it is idealism 
par excellence, both ontologically and epistemologically; but, unlike 
it, it has degenerated into pluralistic subjectivism. Ideas are 
moments and always flow in a series of causes and effects. The 
flow of Vijnana-momcnts defiled by vdsand or avidyd constitutes 
samsdra or bondage. When this beginningless vdsand or avidyd is 
completely removed from the flow of Vijnana-moments by 
eradicating objectivity through yoga, the Vijnana-momcnts are 
restored to their original purity and the flow of these pure Vijnana- 
moments through vidydi as pure, undefiled and self-luminous 
moments of consciousness is called Nirvana.



Vijnanavada or the Yogachdra School 113

X. EVALUATION OF VIJNANAVADA

Vijnanavada is idealism par excellence, ontological as well as epistemic. 
Absolutism advocates only transcendental or ontological idealism. 
Not only absolutism but any true idealism has to be ontological 
only. Empirical realism has to be admitted and it goes very well 
with ontological idealism. Advaita Vedanta and Kant both believe 
in transcendental idealism and empirical realism. Acharya 
Sharikara’s refutation of epistemic idealism of Vijnanavada is fair, 
detailed and classic. Kant’s refutation of subjective idealism is also 
treated as classic. To maintain idealism even epistcmically, as 
Vijnanavada and Svatantra-Vijrianavada do, is absurd for it throws 
away common sense and all normal worldly experience without 
any gain. The ‘object’ in Vijnanavada includes all external objects, 
all mental states (as mental objects) and all individual subjects 
which constitute our normal worldly experience. And all this is 
declared as utterly unreal like a sky-flower or a barren woman’s 
son. Subjects and objects are treated as mere superimpositions on 
their ‘forms’ assumed by consciousness and are denied even 
empirical reality which is reserved only for their ‘forms’ in con
sciousness. Vijnanavada says that every illusion, whether empirical 
or transcendental, contains two factors—the superimposed object 
which is parikalpita and its form in consciousness which is paratantra. 
In this way, Vijnanavada separates the ‘content’ from its ‘form’, 
condemning the former as utterly unreal and retaining the latter 
as relatively real.

Now, this arbitrary separation of the content from its form is 
illogical, impossible and absurd. It blows up our entire empirical 
life into a non-entity. The superimposed object and its form in 
consciousness are inseparable; both appear together and both 
vanish together. The illusory snake is perceived, during illusion, 
as an ‘object’ out there in which content and form are inseparably 
united; and when the illusion is dispelled what is perceived is not 
the snake-form in consciousness but the rope. After the removal 
of illusion, we may, by an analysis of illusion, infer that what we 
perceived during illusion was not the objective snake, but only its 
‘form* in consciousness; but this is only inference and not per
ception. In fact, the snake-form is never perceived, neither during 
illusion nor after it. This also rejects the Vijnanavada contention 
that the ‘form’ is of a higher order as it enjoys relative reality, 
while the ‘content’ is utterly unreal. The content and the form
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are of the same order and enjoy equal status, because both appear 
and vanish together. During illusion both appear together and 
both are relatively real; after the removal of illusion both vanish 
together and are equally unreal. When the illusion is dispelled, 
the snake-form is not re-instated for it is not perceived. In fact 
what enjoys reality is not the ‘form of the snake* but consciousness 
which assumes this form and projects it as objective during illu
sion.

Again, the Vijnanavada contention that empirical illusion and 
world-illusion are of equal status for both are ‘illusion’ in which 
consciousness assumes the form of an object and projects it as 
objective is untenable. Empirical illusion is rejected by our nor
mal phenomenal experience, but world-illusion cannot be so 
negated. It stands on a higher level and its falsity can be realised 
only from the non-dual experience of pure Consciousness. Even 
Vijnanavada has to admit that empirical illusion is the projection 
of individual consciousness which is limited and blurred, while 
world-illusion is the projection of universal consciousness or Alaya- 
vijnana which is all-powerful. Hence to put both types of illusion 
on the same level and condemn worldly experience of individual 
subjects and objects as utterly unreal like a barren woman’s son 
or a sky-flower is not only illogical but highly absurd. Vijhanavada 
has to admit that even an illusion cannot be baseless and finds 
this basis in the ‘form of consciousness’ which projects the illusory 
object. It also admits that to project such illusory object is always 
to project as objective and to perceive as objective. How can the 
‘object* then be utterly unreal like a sky-flower? A sky-flower can 
never be projected or perceived as objective. It can never appear 
as ‘real’, while the illusory object (empirical or transcendental) 
does appear as ‘real’ during illusion. Instead of grading Reality 
into absolute and phenomenal, it is more logical and convenient 
to grade appearance into empirical and transcendental. Again, 
the difference among ‘forms of consciousness’ or ideas must be 
due to the difference among ‘objects’, and not due to the differ
ence among vdsands or impressions. If the external objects do not 
exist, then impressions themselves cannot arise. And even if these 
impressions are held to be beginningless, the position is like a 
series of the blind, leading to the fallacy of infinite regress. If in 
the beginningless samsara, impressions and ideas succeed each 
other, like seeds and sprouts, as causes and effects, these impres
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sions must be traced to the beginningless transcendental vásaná 
which Vijňánaváda accepts and calls Transcendental vásaná of 
subject-object-duality’, then this vásaná would not be different 
from the Transcendental Ignorance or avidyá in Advaita Vedánta. 
From the phenomenal standpoint, empirical realism has to be 
accepted. If objects and ideas are presented together, it does not 
mean they are idendcal. To be perceived by the mind is not to 
be a portion of the mind. This proves that ideas and objects are 
distinct and that the plurality of ideas is due to the plurality of 
objects. To maintain idealism even epistemologically, as 
Vijňánaváda and Svatantra-Vijňánaváda do, is absurd for it ex
plodes common sense and all normal worldly experience without 
any corresponding advantage.

The above criticism of Vijňánaváda applies with even greater 
force to Svatantra-Vijňánaváda. It maintains that the momentary 
alone is real for it alone is causally efficient, that the causal law 
of Pratltyasamutpáda governs the flow of these unique vijňána- 
moments which flash into existence and immediately pass out of 
it after giving rise to the subsequent vijňána in the second moment. 
And that this flow condnues even in Nirvána widi this difference 
that in empirical life the vijňána-moments arc defiled with avidyá 
and its subject-object duality, but in Nirvána, the flow is of pure 
non-dual Vijňána-moments from which the vásaná of subject-ob
ject duality is completely eradicated. Now, the plurality of defiled 
vijňanas may be explained by the plurality of vásanás, but there 
is nothing to account for the plurality of the non-dual self-lumi
nous vijňářiá. What is the sense in imagining an infinite redupli- 
cadon of the same pure vijňána? Instead of maintaining die eter
nal light of the pure self-luminous Vijňána-Sun in Nirvána, this 
school reduces Nirvána to mere flash of a candle-light of a mo
mentary vijňána. What a wonderful description of Nirvánal In the 
words of Nágáijuna (in the context of Shunyatá), we may say that 
Buddha has declared such persons to be incorrigible.1 Incorri
gible in the sense that they admit Nirvána to be beyond all 
categories and yet bind it with the categories of momentariness, 
causality, plurality, etc.!

If empirical life, bondage and liberadon cannot be explained

1. lán asádhyán babhá$irc. Mádhyamika Káriká, XIII, 8. tc$ám kjanabhaťigo 
mahágrahah.
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satisfactorily on the basis of an eternal entity, the theory of momen
tariness at once blows up all empirical life, knowledge, memory, 
recognition, law of karma, bondage, liberation and spiritual disci
pline. Reality is beyond all categories of thought, beyond perma
nence as well as momentariness, beyond etemalism and nihilism. 
But in our normal empirical life permanence and change both are 
to be accepted. There is no sense in unnecessarily and arbitrarily 
exploding all empirical life, common sense and accepted rules of 
logic. Svatantra-Vijnanavada admits that the Real is the non-dual, 
pure and self-luminous Vijhana beyond all categories of though t and 
yet clings to the theory of universal momentariness and flings the 
categories of momentariness, causality, plurality and particularity 
on the Real making it subject to the flow of arising and vanishing. A 
vijnana-moment, as Sharikaracharya says, cannot be non-dual and 
self-luminous; only the Eternal Self, the Transcendental Seer can be 
non-dual and self-luminous for whom the vijnana-moments are 
‘objects’ to be illuminated and perceived.



PART TWO

VEDANTA





CHAPTER FOUR

Pre-Shankara Vedanta

I. THE SOURCE OF VEDANTA

Vedanta literally means ‘the end or essence of the Veda* and 
denotes primarily the Upanisads which are the concluding por
tion of the Veda and also the essence of the Vedic philosophy. 
The meaning of this word has been extended to include all the 
vast literature written by way of commentary or gloss on the basic 
texts or any independent treatise or any system of philosophy 
claiming to be based on the Upanisads. The Upanisads, the Brahma- 
sutra or Vedanta-sutra of Badarayana and the Bhagavad-glta con
stitute the three basic texts (prasthdnatrayi) of Vedanta, of which 
the Upanisads are the original texts or the ?nula-prasthana. The 
Brahma-sutra of Badarayana is treated as an aphoristic summary 
of the Upanisadic philosophy. The sutras are cryptic statements 
and afford full freedom of interpretation to the commentators. 
It is for this reason that the Acharyas of Vedanta have chosen the 
Brahma-sutra to comment upon in their major work and their so- 
called commentaries are really their independent works on their 
respective systems. Sharikaracharya’s commentary on the Brahma- 
sutra accords fully with the Upanisads. The Bhagavad-glta is treated 
as the essence of the Upanisadic philosophy. It is said to be the 
immortal milk milked by the cowherd Lord Krsna out of the 
Upanisad-cows, making Arjuna the calf, for the benefit of the 
learned.1

The Upanisads are not only the source of Vedanta but the 
source of all Indian philosophy, orthodox or heterodox. Tradi
tion puts their number at one hundred and eight, but only eleven 
on which Shankara has commented are to be taken as ancient,

1. sarvopanisado gävo dogdhä GopäJanandanah I Pärtho valsah sudhlr bhoktä 
dugdham GTtamriam mahat II
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authentic and principal.1 The earlier Upanisads are pre-Buddhis- 
dc and are the earliest philosophical works of the world.

As part of the Veda, the Upanisads are venerated as shmti or 
revealed text. They are the utterances of the mysric sages who 
speak with authority of direct personal realisation of Reality 
According to tradition, the shruti or revealed text is said to be 
authorless (apaui'useya), eternal (nitya) and beginningless 
(sandlana). The word shrud primarily refers to the Truth or Reality 
which is revealed and secondarily to the text in which this rev
elation is recorded. In the primary sense shrud is idendcal with 
the Real and as the Real is impersonal and eternal, so is shrud. 
The person who realises the Real becomes the Real. In the sec
ondary sense, of course, the text which records this spiritual 
experience is condidoned by time and space and personality. The 
sages (rsayah) are called ‘seers of Reality* (mantra-draslarah) or 
‘persons who have directly realised the Real* (saksatkrtadharmdnah) . 
It is the intuitive experience which is valued; the text is a mere 
vehicle of expressing it in language. Reveladon is of the Real and 
not of the text. It is spiritual illumination. The Upanisads teach 
knowledge of Brahma (Brahma-vidya) which cannot be acquired 
through sense-percepdon, inference or introspecdon. The word 
‘reveladon’ in Vedanta is used in a different sense than that in 
which it is used in Chrisdanity or other religions. The criterion 
of Reality is not imposed ex cathedra, but revealed through imme
diate spiritual experience (svanubhava) .

As the Upanisads are the source and the final authority for 
Vedanta, every school of Vedanta tries to interpret them so as to 
suit its doctrines even through straining of the text. Inspite of the 
fact that the rich and varied spiritual content of the Upanisads 
permits a certain amount of flexibility in matters of choice and 
emphasis, and inspite of the fact that to a superficial reader certain 
seeming conflicts may appear here and there, the fundamental 
teaching of the Upanisads is too strong to be missed or mis
interpreted without obvious straining of language. Among the 
teachers of the different schools of Vedanta, it is Acharya Shankara 
alone who has commented on all the principal eleven Upanisads 
and he also happens to be the earliest of them all. He has given

1. These arc Isha, Kena, Kapia, Prashna, Mundaka, Mandukya, Taittiriya, Aitareya, 
Chhändogya, Bfhadäranyaka and Shvetâshvatara.
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a coherent and systematic philosophy of the Upanisads in his 
Advaita Vedanta. One may or may not agree with the Upanisadic 
philosophy, but one cannot logically deny that Sharikara’s ac
count is true to the spirit of the Upanisads. Even George Thibaut 
who believes that Ramanuja is a more faithful interpreter of the 
Brahma-sutra than Shankara, has to admit that Sharikara’s teach
ing is in agreement with the Upanisads.

The advaita of Shankara emphasises the transcendent non-dual 
nature of Reality, insisting at the same time on its immanence in 
the phenomenal world of plurality which is only its appearance. 
The vishistadvaita of Ramanuja emphasises identity-in-difference. 
The world is different from, but not independent of, God who 
is the unity running through it and binding it together in an 
organic whole. The dvaita of Madhva insists on the difference 
between world and God. The dvaitadvaita of Nimbarka gives equal 
status to identity and difference. The shuddhadvaita of Vallabha 
believes that the world, though in essence identical with God, is 
yet different from Him as His real manifestation. The achintya- 
bhedabheda-vada of Chaitanya and his followers stresses the in
comprehensibility of the synthesis of identity and difference. 
Shankara and Ramanuja stand out as the two most important 
philosophers of Vedanta, the former emphasising the acosmic, 
transcendent and non-dual nature of Reality and the latter its 
cosmic, immanent and organic nature. But Shankara has the merit 
of accommodating the immanent and cosmic character of Reality 
from the phenomenal standpoint, while those who deny advaita 
fail to realise the essential nature of the Real.

The central teaching of the Upanisads is undoubtedly absolutism 
or non-dual spiritualism as explained and elaborated by Acharya 
Shankara. The Absolute is called Brahma or Atma, the 
transcendental unity underlying the subject and the object. The 
word Atma here does not mean the individual self (jivatina) which 
is an appearance, but the true foundational Self, the self-luminous 
and the self-proved Real which is the inmost being of our individual 
self as well as of the objective phenomenal world. T hat thou art’ 
(tat tvam asi) and ‘This self is really the Absolute’ {ayam atma 
brahma) and ‘All this is Brahma’ (sarvam khalu idam brahma) are 
the great sayings (mahdvdkyd) of the Upanisads. As the all-inclusive 
immanent ground Brahma is defined as ‘Being, Consciousness 
and Infinitude’ (satyamjhanam anantam brahma), as ‘Consciousness
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and Bliss’ {vijhanam anandam brahma), or as simply ‘Bliss’ (anandam 
brahma) which includes Being and Consciousness within it. This 
Absolute (brahma) appears as God (Ishvara), the creative 
Consciousness or Knowledge-Wili, manifesting Himself as the 
Creator, Protector and Destroyer of this universe. In itself the 
Absolute or para-brahma is the transcendent non-dual super-cosmic 
(nisprapahcha or nirguna) ground of which the world is an 
appearance. It is beyond senses, thought and speech and can be 
indirectly indicated through negative predicates (neti net!). But as 
the foundational Self, self-luminous and self-proved, it can be 
realised through immediate spiritual experience. The three states 
of empirical Consciousness—waking, dream and deep sleep are 
analysed with respect to their individual and cosmic reference and 
the Absolute is declared to be the Fourth (tunya), the Measureless 
(amdtrd), the ineffable foundational Self, which is immanent in 
all the three states and yet transcends them all.

The Upanisadic sage Yajnavalkya shines forth as the First expo
nent of Absolutism in the world. In the philosophical contest held 
at the court of King Janaka, YSjnavalkya in a series of answers to 
the questions of Uddalaka Aruni,1 explains the immanent poise 
of Brahma, and in another series of answers to the questions of 
the learned lady GargI2, explains the transcendent poise of Brahma, 
and then shows that these two poises are not of two different reals 
but of the same Supreme, whose essential nature as non-dual 
spiritual experience is not at all affected by the apparent change 
and multiplicity of the world. Yajnavalkya tells Uddalaka that 
Brahma is the thread-self (sutrdtma), which runs through, binds 
and controls all from within, is the immanent innermost Self of 
all (antaiyarm). All things form his body; he is the immanent inner 
controller of all things, the Self, the immortal.3 In itself it is the 
transcendent Real beyond senses, thought and language, which 
is described negatively (neti neti). Neti neti negates only the 
description of Brahma, not Brahma itself. Yajnavalkya, therefore, 
explains thus: ‘Verily, the Imperishable, O GargI, is unseen but 
is the seer, is unheard but is the hearer, is unthought but is the 
thinker, is unknown but is the knower. There is no other seer,

1. Brhadäranyaka, III, 7.
2. Ibid., Ill, 8.
3. yah sarvâni bhùtâni an taro yamayaii e$a te ätmä antaryàmî amrtah.

—Brh. Ill, 7. 15.
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hearer, thinker and knower, but this.*1 In another context, 
Yajnavalkya at the time of his renouncing the household life teaches 
his wife Maitreyi, who is convinced that immortality cannot be 
obtained through wealth or worldly gains, thus: ‘The Self, O 
Maitreyi, is all this and yet beyond it . . .  Where there is duality 
as it were, there one can see the other . . . but where everything 
is realised as the Self, by what and whom should one see? How 
can the knower by whom all this is known himself be known?2 
The Self is ‘not this, not this* . . . yet the sight of the immortal 
seer is never destroyed,3 the knowledge of the knower never fades 
out.’

It is contended by some that the doctrine of maya or avidyd is 
not found in the Upanisads and it is borrowed by Shankara from 
Buddhism. This contention can be made only by those who are 
un-informed or ill-informed about the Upanisadic philosophy. 
The term l?naydJ can be traced to the Rgveda (VI, 47, 18) where 
the one Supreme is said to appear in many forms through his 
power of maya. The Shvetashvatara (IV, 9-10) describes God as 
‘mayV, Lord of maya, and his wonder-working power of creation 
as maya. The term lavidya is often used in the Upanisads in the 
sense of ignorance and appearance. The Mundaka (II, 1, 10) 
compares ignorance to a knot which is to be untied by the 
realisation of the Self. The Katha (I, 2, 4-5) says that worldly 
people live in ignorance and thinking themselves wise move about 
like blind men led by the blind. The same Upanisad (11,1,2) warns 
us not to find reality and immortality in things of this unreal and 
changing world. The Chhandogya (VI, 1, 4) makes it clear that 
Atma is the only reality and that everything else is a mere word, 
a mode and a name. The same Upanisad (VIIIf3,3) says that worldly 
people are covered with the veil of falsity. It alsfo says (VII, 1, 3) 
that he who realises the Self goes beyond sorrow. The Isha (7) 
assures us that delusion and suffering are gone for him who realises 
the unity of the Self. It also says (15) that the face of the Truth 
is covered by a golden veil and that the aspirant prays to God for 
its removal. It also compares ignorance with blind darkness (9). The 
Prashna (I, 16) tells us that Brahma can be realised by those who 
have neither crookedness nor falsehood nor illusion. The Katha

1. Ibid., Ill, 8, 11
2. vijnataiam arc kena vijaniyat -Bfh. II, 4, 14 and IV, 5, 15.
3. nahi dra$jur dr?|ch viparilopo vidyatc.... avinashitvaL-/Wd„ IV, 3, 23 and 31.
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(II, 1,10) makes it clear that he who sees as if there is plurality 
here goes on revolving in the cycle of birth and death. The 
Brhadaranyaka (II, 4, 14 and IV, 5, 15) says ‘as if there were 
duality’ implying that duality is a semblance, an appearance, an 
as it were. The same Upanisad (I, 3, 28) has the famous prayer 
which runs: Lead me from unreality to Reality, from darkness to 
Light, from death to Immortality. This implies the distinction 
between appearance and reality, between ignorance and knowl
edge and between change and eternity. Quotations from the 
Upanisads can be multiplied where the phenomenal world of 
plurality and change is declared to be mere appearance due to 
maya or avidyd and Brahma is said to be the only Reality, the 
eternal, undeniable and non-dual Self. Prof. R.D. Ranade rightly 
points out the origin of the doctrine of maya or avidyd in the 
Upanisads and concludes that “we do find in the Upanisads all 
the material that may have easily led Shahkara to elaborate a 
theory of Maya out of i t . . . .  let no man stand up and say that we 
do not find the traces of the doctrine of Maya in the Upanisads!”1

n . SOME ANCIENT TEACHERS OF VEDANTA

References to some ancient teachers of Vedanta are found in the 
Vedanta literature, but their works, if they composed any, are not 
extant. Badarayana in his Brahma-sutra names some teachers of 
old citing their views. They are: Jaimini, Ashmarathya, Badari, 
Audulomi, Kashakrtsna, Karsnajini and Atreya. Of these Jaimini 
is the famous author of Purua-Mimdmsd-Sutra. Kashkrtsna probably 
was an Advaitin, because Shahkara refers to his view as agreeing 
with the Shruti. Ashmarathya and Audulomi probably taught iden
tity and difference. Shahkara refers to Bhartrprapancha as a 
bhedabhedavadin. Dravidacharya and Tanka are claimed by both 
advaita and vishistadvata as belonging to their tradition. Shahkara 
refers to Upavarsa and Ramanuja to Bodhayana as ‘vrtttikara.’ 
Brahmadatta and Sundara Pandya were also leading teachers of 
their time and from the references to their views it is very pro
bable that they were inclined towards Advaita. Bhartrhari, whose 
Vakyapadiya, the famous work on the philosophy of grammar and 
language, is available was a renowned Shabdadvaitavadin. Though

1. A Constructive Survey of Upanifadic Philosophy, 2nd cd; pp. 163-5.



Pre-Shankara Vedanta 125

he was an uncompromising Advaitin and a supporter of vivartavada, 
he is primarily a philosopher of grammar and language and his 
advaita is different from that of Shahkara.

There are two works on Vedanta, the Paramdrtha-sara attributed 
to Adi-Shesa (later on adapted and expanded under the same 
name by Abhinavagupta into a handbook of Pratyabhijhd-darshana) 
and the Yogavasistha attributed to the sage Vasistha, which bear 
some doctrinal and terminological similarities with Gaudapada’s 
Karika. In the opinion of some these two works are earlier than 
the Karika, but the reasons assigned for this are unconvincing. On 
the other hand, there are strong reasons to believe that the Karika 
of Gaudapada is earlier than these two works.1

m . ACHARYA GAUDAPADA: MANDUKYA-KARIKA

Acharya Gaudapada’s Karika on the Mandukya Upanisad known 
as Gaudapada-Karika or Mandukya-Karika or the Agama-shastra is 
the first systematic treatise on Advaita Vedanta which is available 
to us. This work is highly respected in the advaita tradition. It is 
treated as the quintessence of the Upanisadic philosophy and is 
valued as a treasure by the sannyasins and the aspirants for moksa. 
In Gaudapada we find a happy combination of mysticism and 
metaphysics, spiritual intuition and reason. He speaks, like the 
Upanisadic sages, with a voice of authority, which can come only 
from a realised saint.

It is usually accepted that Gaudapada flourished in the sixth 
century. Tradition says that he was the teacher of Govindapada 
who was the teacher of Shaiikaracharya. Shahkara himself, in his 
commentary on the Karika2, most respectfully salutes Gaudapada 
as his ‘grand teacher’ {parama-gum), who is the respected (teacher) 
of his respected (teacher), and in his commentary on the 
BrahmasiilrcP, quotes from and refers to him as ‘the teacher who 
knows the tradition of Vedanta’. Shankara’s disciple Sureshvara 
also refers to him as ‘the revered Gauda’.4

The long-accepted traditional view that the Karika is a free 
commentary (prakarana-grantha) on the Mandukya Upanisad is

1. See Dr. S.L. Pandey’s Pr*Shahkara Advaita Philosophy, chapter 6.
2. Last but one verse.
3. II, 1, 9 and I, 4, 14.
4. Naifkarmyasiddhi, IV, 44.
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challenged by Mm. Professor Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya in his 
scholarly work, The Agamashdstra of Gaudapdda. Prof. Bhattacharya 
opines that the Mandukya Upani§ad is based on the Karika and 
not vice versa? and that the four chapters of the Karika are four 
independent treatises put together, later on, in a volume under 
the title of Agamashdstra.2 The reasons assigned in support of his 
views by the learned Professor do not appear convincing to us. 
Also, there is sufficient unity among the four chapters to prove 
them chapters of the same treatise. The chief merit of Prof. 
Bhattacharya’s work is to point out in detail the similarities be
tween Gaudapada and Mahayana Buddhism. We shall discuss these 
in detail in the last section of this chapter.

Gaudapada-Karika is a free Commentary on the Mandukya 
Upanisad and is divided into four chapters. In the First chapter, 
the Agama-prakarana, the 12 mantras of the Mandukya have been 
explained in 29 Karikas. Brahma or Atmdi is identified with Pranava 
or Omkdra. The states of waking, dream and deep sleep are analysed 
both in microcosm and in macrocosm. Atma is immanent in all 
these and yet, in itself, it transcends these. It is the Fourth, the 
Tunya, the Measureless or the Amdtra, the non-dual Pure Con- 
sciousness-Bliss. In the Second chapter, the Vaitathya-prakarana, 
the Acharya in 38 Karikas has proved by rational arguments that 
this phenomenal world is ajdti or unreal creation as it is false and 
appears, like dream and illusion, due to Maya, In the Third chapter, 
the Advaita Prakarana, the Acharya in 48 Karikas has proved, by 
shruti and by reason, that the Supreme is the non-dual foundational 
Self which can be realised in immediate experience. In this chapter 
the Acharya has further explained his famous Ajativada and has 
expounded Asparshayoga. In the Fourth chapter, the Alatashanti- 
prakarana which contains 100 Karikas, the Acharya according to 
us has elaborated and compared his Advaita Vedanta with the 
Madhyamika and the Vijnanavada schools of Mahayana Buddhism, 
pointing out similarities and differences and proving the superiority 
of the Vedanta. We shall discuss this in detail later on in the last 
section of this chapter. This is necessary because the fourth chapter 
of the Karika has generated many misunderstandings and has not 
been properly evaluated.

1. The Agamashdstra of Gaudapdda* Introduction, p. XLVI.
2. Ibid.. p. LVII.
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IV. AJATIVADA

The fundamental philosophical doctrine expounded by Acharya 
Gaudapada is known as ajdtivdda or the Doctrine of No-origina
tion. It means atmavada as well as maydvdda. According to it, there 
is no jditi or creation; nothing is created or produced or born and 
hence nothing is subject to origination, change or annihilation. 
The Absolute, the eternal non-dual Self is not subject to birth, 
change and death. It is aja, the unborn eternal, the unchanging 
Real. The empirical world too, constituted by conscious individual 
selves with their mental states and physical and biological objects, 
is not a real creation, but an appearance. Ajadvada, therefore, is 
a denial of jdti or real creation; the world of plurality is an 
appearance and the Real is eternal. Negatively, it is a denial of 
difference; of origination, change and annihiladon and positively, 
it is a re-affirmauon of the non-dual Self, the supreme Real. 
Through its beginningless and indescribable power called mdya 
or avidydf the Absolute appears as many. The empirical world of 
individual subjects and objects is false, because it is neither real 
nor unreal. Tndescribability as e ither real or u n rea l’ 
(sadasadaniruachanlyata) is the mark of illusion (bhrama), appear
ance (pratiti) or falsity (mithyatva or vaitathya). The world of 
plurality, like a dream or an illusion, cannot be called ‘real’ because 
it is not eternal nor can it be called ‘unreal* because, during 
percepdon, it appears as real. Hence it is ‘neither real nor unreal* 
(sadasadachmtya) which means that it is a projection of mdya, a 
mere appearance and so is false. As there can be no real creation, 
ajadvada is proved.

Acharya Gaudapada refers to various theories of creation and 
rejects them all: Some say that creation is the expansion (vibhuti) 
of God. Others say that it is like a dream (svapna) or an illusion 
(mdya). Some believe that it is the will (ichchhd) of God. Those 
who think about Time maintain that creation proceeds from Time 
{kala). Still others declare that it is for enjoyment (bhoga). And 
some maintain that it is the sport (kridd) of God. All these views, 
qua views regarding creation, are unsatisfactory. Gaudapada means 
to say that there can be no expansion of God because He is Full; 
there is no addidon to or substracdon from or muldplicadon and 
division of the Full. Time cannot be the cause of creauon, for, 
diough creation is bound by space and time, its cause must be
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beyond space and time. Creadon cannot be for enjoyment too; 
the enjoyment of the jiva who is subject to creation is apparent 
like him and God does not need an ‘other* for enjoyment. It 
cannot be the ‘sport* of God; for, why should God indulge in 
sport? Again, it cannot be the ‘will’ of God, for will presupposes 
imperfecdon and God is perfect; how can there be any desire or 
will in God who has realised all desires? Creation may be like a 
dream or an illusion, but dream or illusion is no real creation. 
After examining the various theories, Gaudapada concludes that 
creation may be said to be the ‘nature* (svabhava) of the self- 
shining Lord in the sense that it emanates or flows from Him, 
provided we remember that this ‘flow* is an appearance only, like 
desert sand (due to sun-rays falling on it) appearing as water. It 
is not the ‘nature’ of the Lord to involve Himself in creadon; it 
is the ‘nature’ of avidya or maya, the inexpressible power of the 
Lord, to project the illusion of creadon and the ‘nature’ of the 
Lord is to be the uninvolved ground on which creadon is super
imposed.1

Maya or avidya, in later Advaita Vedanta, is described as a 
power (shaktt), which is beginningless (anadi), positive (bhdvarupa), 
indeterminable either as real or as unreal (sadasadaniwachantya) 
and of the nature of Cosmic Ignorance (mulavidyd) which can be 
removed by non-dual immediate experience of the Real (jhana- 
nirasya) . Gaudapada is fully aware of all these implications. Maya 
is the own power of the Lord. It is beginningless (anddi).2 Time 
itself is a product of mdyd and so maya can have no beginning 
in time. It has an end in as much as it can be destroyed by right 
knowledge (jhate dvaitam na vidyate).5 Mdyd is negative, positive 
and neither negative nor positive. It is negative or absence of 
knowledge, as it acts as a veil or covering on the Real (dvarana, 
nidra, agrahana)4 It is positive or wrong knowledge as it projects 
the unreal on the Real (viksepa, svapna, anyatha-grahana) .5 In itself 
it is unthinkable either as real (positive) or as unreal (negative); 
it is sadasadachintya.6 Its product, the world of plurality, is also

1. Dcvasyai§a svabhavo’yam aptakamasya ka spfha? -Gaudapdda-Kdrikd, I, 7-9.
2. Ibid., I, 16.
3. Ibid., I, 18.
4. Ibid., I, 15.
5. Ibid.
6. Ibid., IV, 41 & 52.
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achintya, for it is neither real nor unreal nor both. The Supreme 
Self imagines itself as many through its own mdya} The Unborn 
(Self) appears as variously bom through may a.2 Causation can be 
attributed to the Real only through mayd, and not in reality.5 The 
unconditioned Brahma appearing as conditioned by mayd is called 
the lower Brahma (aparam Brahma)4 or the Lord (Ishvara)5 who 
is the creator, protector and destroyer of this world. The whole 
world is a product of His mdya by which He appears infatuated 
as it were.6 The Supreme Brahma (param Brahma) is the Fourth 
(turya or turiya) or the non-dual (advaita) self-shining Self, be
yond creadon (aja)f beyond measure (amatra), beyond sleep (nidra 
or dvarana) and dream (svapna or viksepa)7

Acharya Gaudapada in the Second chapter of his Karika proves 
the falsity of the pluralisdc universe of individual subjects and 
objects on the analogy of the dream-objects8 and the illusory objects 
like the rope-snake.9 Some other examples given by him are: the 
fire-circle (aldta-cliakra)10 which appears when a fire-brand is moved 
around and disappears when it is not moved; the magical ele
phant (mdydrhasti)n projected by the power of the magician, and 
the sky-city (gandharva-nagara) }2 Acharya Gaudapada compares 
the world-objects with dream-objects and illusory objects and 
declares that both are ultimately false and in this sense can be 
placed on a par.13 The objects seen in a dream are known to be 
false on waking. But the world-objects experienced in waking life 
are also false when the non-dual spiritual experience is attained. 
The empirical world which is ‘too much with us’ really consists 
of ‘such stuff as dreams are made of. When a rope is mistaken 
as a snake in waking life it appears as a real snake during illusion; 
its illusory character is realised only when the rope is perceived 
and the illusion is dispelled. Objects in dream and in illusion

1. Ibid., II, 12. 2. ibid., in , 24.
3. Ibid., Ill, 27. 4. Ibid., I, 26.
5. Ibid., I, 28. 6. Ibid., II, 19.
7. Ibid., I, 15, 16. 8. Ibid., II, 5, 31
9. Ibid., II, 17-18.
10. Ibid,, IV, 47-50.
11. Ibid., IV, 44.
12. Ibid., II, 31.
13.. Ibid., II, 5.
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resemble the world-objects in many respects. Both are perceived 
as ‘objects’. Though in dream the sense-organs do not function 
and therefore we have perception without sensation, yet it cannot 
be denied that the dreamer perceives the dream-con tents as 
‘objects’. Again, both are determined in time and space. The 
dream-objects appear to the dreamer as ‘external* and as ‘occu
pying space’ and are subject to temporal sequence, though the 
space-time determination of dream-objects is different from the 
spatio-temporal determination of world-objects. Strange ‘objects’ 
like ‘man-lion’, ‘gold-mountain’, ‘ten-headed creature,’ etc., which 
are not found in our world may appear in dream, but to the 
dreamer these objects appear quite normal in dream and their 
abnormality is realised only on waking. Again, it cannot be argued 
that dream-objects (and also illusory objects) lack pragmatic uti
lity which the world-objects possess. The dream-water has the power 
to quench thirst in dream. If dream-water cannot quench thirst 
in waking life, water of waking life too cannot quench dream- 
thirst. The roaring of a dream-tiger or the vision of a nightmare 
causes real fear and the other psycho-physical reactions in the 
dreamer which may persist for some time even when the dreamer 
gets awake. The ‘rope-snake’ generates the same reactions like 
fear etc., in the person under illusion which a real snake gener
ates in him when he perceives it. Hence, the objects perceived 
in dream and illusion and the world-objects perceived in normal 
empirical life are essentially similar. Both are real in their own 
sphere and are unreal from a higher standpoint. Both are indes
cribable and unthinkable either as real or as unreal or as both 
and therefore are due to mdyd or avidya and are false (vitatha or 
mithya). In fact all these are unreal in all the three tenses, in past, 
present and future, like a hare’s horn or a sky-flower, yet there 
is a vital difference between these objects and the non-entities like 
a sky-flower. Non-entities like a hare’s horn or a sky-flower cannot 
even appear and are therefore called utterly unreal, while the 
objects in dream, illusion or empirical world do appear as ‘real’ 
in their respective sphere and are realised as ‘unreal’ when sublated 
by a higher experience. Hence these are declared as false, because 
these are neither real nor unreal nor both. The Acharya says that 
the entire universe of plurality or difference which is presented 
as ‘object’ is false. This includes objects of dream, illusion and 
empirical world, and the world-objects include external material
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objects, internal mental states and the individual selves. These are 
not real in the beginning (ddi) before they appear or are pro
duced, these are not real in the end (anta) when they are can
celled as unreal or are destroyed, so these are not real even in 
the middle when they appear to be so. Though unreal they appear 
as real and hence they are declared as false (mithyd)} As this world 
too is ultimately false like dream, illusion or magic, the learned 
persons in Vedanta (who have realised the non-dual Self) see it 
as such.2

It should be noted that though Acharya Gaudapada places the 
objects in dream and illusion at par with the world-objects on the 
ground that both are ultimately false, yet he does assert the 
empirical difference between them. The difference between them, 
no doubt, is one of degree and is relative (samvrti), but it is 
important for us. The Acharya himself points out the difference 
between them thus: Dream-objects are mental (antah-sthana) t while 
world-objects are external (bahih-sthana) . In dream the sense-or
gans do not function and we have perception without sensation, 
while the sense-organs actively function in waking (indriyantara) 
and perception is always preceded by sensation. Again, dream- 
objects and illusory objects also like rope-snake are chitta-kdUP,
i.e., they ‘exist’ only as long as they are perceived, their ‘esse’ is 
‘percipi’, while world-objects are dvaya-kala, i.e., they exist during 
and after perception, they continue to exist even after the per- 
ceiver has ceased to perceive them. Chitta-kala is pratibhasa and 
dvayakdla is vyavahdra. Again, objects in dream and illusion are 
projection of the individual self (jiva-srsta) and are therefore dim 
and short-lived, while world-objects are projection of God, the 
Universal self (Islwara-sr$ta) and are therefore clear and more 
lasting.

Gaudapada emphasises that the non-dual foundational Self is 
the only reality and that it appears through mdyd as this world of 
plurality. The supreme Self imagines itself as many through its

1. Ibid., IT, 6-7 mithyaiva khalu tc smfiah
2. svapnamaye yatha dr?ic gandharvanagaram yatha I tathfc vishvamidam dfsiam 

Vedantc$u vichaksanaih II- Ibid, II, 31.
3. In later Vedanta these arc called pratibh£sa-m£tra-5harira.
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own Maya, and it is this Self which knows all the objects—this is 
the established truth in Vedanta.1 The individual selves are non- 
different from the pure non-dual Self. Gaudapada explains the 
non-duality and the infinitude of the Self by means of the analogy 
of space. The pure Self is like universal space (mahakasha), while 
an individual self is like space limited in a ja r (ghatakdsha) . The 
limitations of producdon, change, destruction, size, shape, colour, 
impurity, clearness etc. which appear to belong to ‘space limited 
in a ja r’ really belong to the jar and do not at all affect the space 
inside it which is non-different from the universal space. Similarly, 
the individual self is really the pure Self and its fmitude, plurality 
etc. are due to the adjuncts of maya and do not affect it.2 Hence, 
neither any object nor any self originates. There is no originadon, 
no change, no annihiladon, no birth, no death, no bondage, no 
aspirant and no liberadon. These are appearances projected by 
maya. This is the fearless goal, the ajati beyond birth, decay and 
death. This is the supreme truth.3

The doctrine of ajati, says Gaudapada, is established in the 
shrud, the Upanisads. The Upanisadic texts clearly, unmistakably, 
repeatedly and emphatically declare that uldmate reality is the 
foundadonal Self which is non-dual, self-luminous, self-proved, 
eternal and pure consciousness and bliss, and denounce differ
ence, duality, plurality and originadon as mere appearance pr&? 
jected by maya. By proclaiming non-thffejence between jiva and 
pure dtmd^ the shrud praises the non-dual reality and condemns 
difference and duality as illusory; the statements of the shrud 
agree in teaching the reality of advaita.4 “There is no second to 
dtmd or Brahma.5 Fear originates from an ‘other’ ”6 ‘Brahma is 
one without a second.’7 ‘Thou art That.’8 ‘This self is Brahma.’9 
‘How can delusion and suffering touch him who sees the non-dual

1. sa eva buddhyale bhcdan iti Vcdanta-nishchayah Ibid, U. 12.
2. Ibid., Ill, 3-9.
3. Ibid, II, 32 na nirodho na chotpattir na baddho na cha sadhakah I 

na mumuk§ur na vai mukta ityc$a paramarthaia II
and IV, 71 etat taduitamam satyam yatra kinchin na jayate I

4. Ibid., Ill, 13.
5. na tu tad dvitiyam asti. Bfh. IV, 3, 23.
6. dvitiyad vai bhayam bhavati. Bfh. I, 4, 2.
7. ekamevadvitiyam. Chhandogya VI, 2, 2.
8. ta» tyafn asi. Ibid, VI, 8, 16.
9 ayam atma brahma. Brh. II, 5, 19.
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Self everywhere.’1 ‘The knower of Self goes beyond sorrow’.* ‘O 
Janaka! you have realised the fearless goal.’5 The knower of Brahma 
becomes Brahma’.4 ‘There is no difference and plurality here.’5 
‘He who sees as if there is plurality here revolves in the cycle of 
birth and death.*6 ‘Those who are attached to creation are in utter 
darkness (of ignorance)’.7 These sayings of the shruti clearly de
clare non-duality and denounce difference, says the Acharya. When 
the. shruti says that the cause alone is real and die effects are 
merely a verbal expression, an unreal change, a mere name, by 
giving the examples of clay and pots etc. made out of it, of gold 
and ornaments etc., made out of it, these examples should not 
be taken as pointing to the reality of the effects because these are 
merely examples and the shruti has categorically declared in this 
context that the cause alone is real and the effects are mere words 
and names.8 By declaring that ‘Those who are attached to cre
ation are in utter darkness* (isha, 12), the shruti denies creation 
and by declaring that ‘Who, indeed, can create it* (Brh., Ill, 9, 
28) the shruti denies the cause of creation.9 The creation-texts of 
the Upanisads which speak of difference (bheda-vakya) should be 
interpreted in a figurative sense (gauna) as their primary sense 
goes against the main teaching. The creation-texts become mean
ingful only as a means (updya) of introducing the final teaching 
of non-difference which is the end (paramdrtha)10

Not only by scripture, but also by independent reasoning, says 
the Acharya, ajdti can be proved. We have seen that he has 
considered various theories of creation and has rejected them. He 
has shown that creation can be treated as neither expansion 
(vibhuti) o f’God, nor as the will (ichcha) of God, nor for the

1. tatra ko mohah kah shokah ekatvam anupashyatah. Isha, 7.
2. tarati shokam almavit. Chhandogya, VIII, 1, 3.
3. abhayam vai Janaka! prapto'si. Bfh. IV, 2, 4.
4. Brahma veda Brahmaiva bhavati. Mundaka, III, 2, 9.
5. nqha nanasti kinchana. Katha, II, 1, II.
6. mftyoh sa mriyum apnoti ya iha nancva pashyati. Ibid., II, 1, 10.
7. andham Lamah p ravish anti yc sambhutim upasatc. Isha, 12.
8. vacharambhanam vikaro namadhcyam, mrttikctycva satyam. Chhandogya, VI, 

1,4. Gaudapada-Kdrikd, III, 15.
9. Ibid., Ill, 25.
10. Ibid., Ill, 14-15. up&yah so'vaiaraya n&sti bhcdah kathahchana.
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enjoyment (bhoga) nor as the sport (knda or tila) of God.1 Now, 
to prove ajdti by further independent reasoning, the Acharya enters 
into a dialectical critique of causality. Four alternatives (kotyash- 
chatasrah) are possible on the problem of causation.2 The relation 
between cause and effect may be regarded as that of identity or 
of difference or of both or of neither. The first view maintains 
that causation is continuous; the cause continues in and is iden
tical with the effect which is its real transformation. The effect is 
implicitly contained in its cause (satkdryavada). This view of iden
tity is advocated by Sarikhya and also by some older Vedantins. 
The second view treats causation as emergent and advocates 
difference between cause and effect. The effect is a new creation 
and is not implied in its cause (asatkaryavada) . This view of dif
ference is advocated by Nyaya-Vaishesika. The third view is a 
combination of the first and the second and believes that the 
effect is identical as well as different from its cause (sadasatkdrya- 
vdda). This view is advocated by Jainism. The fourth view which 
says that things are produced by sheer chance denies causation 
itself. It is the view of Charvaka. Gaudapada rejects all the four 
views. A thing, says he, can be produced neither out of itself 
(svaiah) nor out of something else (paratah) nor out of both nor 
out of neither.3 If the effect is contained in its cause, it is already 
an existent fact and its further production would be non-sense. 
There is no logic in unnecessary reduplication.4 And if the effect 
is not implied in the cause, it is non-existent like a hare’s horn 
and cannot be produced. The son of a barren woman can be born 
neither in illusion nor in fact5 The third view suffers from the 
difficulties of both the first and the second views. And the fourth 
view is the denial of causation and is obviously absurd. If as the 
first view says causation consists in the manifestation of the per
manent cause as the changing effects, how can the permanent 
cause be identical with the changing effects and still be perma
nent?6 If as the second view says the effect is a new creation and 
is not contained in the cause, it is non-existent and cannot be

1. Ibid., I, 7-9; see supra pp. 127-8.
2. Ibid, IV. 84.
3. Ibid., IV, 22.
4. Ibid., Ill, 27; IV, 13.
5. Ibid., Ill, 28
6. Ibid., IV, 11-12.
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produced.1 Again, cause and effect cannot be simultaneous, for 
then the two horns of a bull will be causally related.2 Again, those 
who maintain that cause and effect precede each other maintain 
the absurd position that a son also begets his father.3 The Acharya 
says that the dualists believe in real causation and quarrel among 
themselves. Some (the Sarikhyas) say that it is the existent which 
is bom, while others (the Nyaya-Vaishesikas) say that it is the non
existent which is bom. These disputing dualists destroy each other’s 
position. Satkaryavada cancels asatkaryavada and vice versa. Thus 
in either alternative there is no-origination.4 We do not quarrel 
with these dualists because these, taken together, unknowingly 
proclaim the truth of No-origination. Also, there are some non
dualists (the Madhyamikas) who openly proclaim the doctrine of 
No-origination and we agree with them in this.5 We find, says the 
Acharya, that there is no energy (ashakti) in the cause to produce 
the effect whether the cause is taken to be existent or non-existent 
or both or neither. Again, the effect which is not known 
(aparijndna) to exist either in the beginning or in the end cannot 
be supposed to exist in the middle. Also, there is no order of 
succession (krama-kopa) between cause and effect; we cannot say 
which of these is prior and therefore is the cause. Thus have the 
learned clarified the truth of ajdtiA Hence it is proved that cau- 
sation or origination cannot be real; it is an appearance. The Real 
alone may be said to appear through mayd?

V. ATMAVADA

According to Acharya Gaudapada, the Real is Brahma or Atma, 
the absolute and the foundational Self. It is eternal and pure 
consciousness, which is at once infinite and uninterrupted bliss. 
It is beyond senses, intellect and speech. As the foundation of all 
knowledge and experience, it is self-proved and self-shining. Due 
to its own power maya,, it appears as individual souls and as the

1. Ibid., Ill, 28.
2. Ibid., IV, 16.
3. Ibid., IV, 15.
4. Ibid., IV, 3-4.
5. Ibid., IV, 5.
6. Ibid., TV, 19.
7. Ibid., Ill, 27. sato hi mayaya janma ujyate na tu tatvatah.
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external world. These appearances are merely projections of maya 
and are not real creation (játi or utpalti). These are not different 
from their ground reality, the Átmá. This Self can be realised only 
through immediate spiritual experience which shines in the high
est samadhi called ‘Asparshayoga*. Gaudapáda’s Vijñánavada is 
‘nitya-átma-váda’ for which the pure vijñána is the eternal Self. 
His idealism is transcendental only, as he believes in empirical 
realism. Advaita or absolute non-dualism is the ultimate reality 
(paramartha); in empirical life (vyavahára), however, dvaita or 
dualism is accepted.1 Though ultimately, the learned declare, the 
world objects too are as unreal as the dream-objects2, yet, from 
the empirical standpoint, the difference between the two is ob
vious and should be accepted.5 Those who believe in idealism 
both transcendentally and empirically (ubliayatha), like the Bud
dhist Vijñánavádins, as well as those who advocate the truth of 
realism without accepting this distinction, like the realists, are 
wrong. The Self, through maya, appears as the conscious indi
vidual jivas and as the unconscious world-objects, though ulti
mately there is no difference between the Self and these jivas and 
material objects. Átmá is like universal space (mahákásha) and the 
individual jivas are like spaces in jars (ghatákásha). The attributes 
of production, destruction, limitation, purity, impurity, size, shape, 
etc. which appear to belong to die different ‘spaces’ in jars really 
belong to the jars and the space in a ja r  is always the universal 
space itself. It is neither a transformation nor a modification nor 
a part of universal space. Similarly a jiva is neither a transforma- 
don nor a modificadon nor a part of Átmá. The differences in 
birth, death, name, form, function, etc. which appear to belong 
to the jivas are adjuncts of máyá and do not really belong to them. 
Jivas are non-different from Átmá or Brahma, as space is non- 
different from spaces-in-jars.4 The same transcendent Self is also 
immanent in jivas and objects of Nature, in microcosm as well as 
in macrocosm.

This Absolute manifests itself in three forms as Vishva, Taijasa

1. Ibid., Ill, 18; advaitam paramàrtho hi dvaiiam lad bheda uchyate.
2. svapna-jàgarita-sthànc hyckam âhurmanlçinah I I b i d 11, 5 and 31.
3. See supra, p. 131.
4. Ibid., Ill, 3-9; àkâshasya na bhedo'sti tadvajjlveju nirnayah I III, 6.
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and Prajna. It is called Vishva (All) when it has the consciousness 
of outside; Taijas (Luminous) when it has the consciousness of 
inside; and Prajna (Intelligent) when it is concentrated conscious
ness.1 These correspond to the waking (jagrat), dream (svapna) 
and deep sleep (susupti) states respectively. But the Absolute in 
itself transcends these three states, forms, phases or poises and is 
called the Turiya or the Fourth. It is the Amatra or the Measure
less. Pranava or Omkdra is its symbol. But there is no difference 
between the symbol and the symbolised. Pranava itself is Brahma, 
lower and higher, saguna and nirguna. Vishva enjoys the gross; 
Taijasa enjoys the subtle; Prajna enjoys the bliss. Vishva and Taijasa 
are both causes and effects; Prajna is only the cause. Turiya is 
neither cause nor effect. It is all-pervading (vibhu), capable of 
removing all suffering (ishana), lord of all (prabhu), changeless 
(avyaya), non-dual real, immanent in all things (advaitah 
sarvabhavdnam), self-luminous (deva) and the transcendent Fourth 
(turiya).2 In sleep we know nothing as there is no object, neither 
real nor imagined, to be known; it is the state of ignorance or 
absence of knowledge (ajnana, agrahana, dvarana or laya). In 
dream we know the dream-objects which are our own projections 
(realised as false on waking); it is the state of wrong knowledge 
(mithya jndna, anyatha-grahana or viksepa). In waking life we know 
the world-objects, but their knowledge is found to be false when 
the Self is realised; so this too is a state of wrong knowledge or 
mdyd. In sleep we do not know the truth; in dream we know 
otherwise; and the so-called waking life is also a cosmic dream. 
Vishva and Taijasa are connected with sleep (absence of knowl
edge) and with dream (wrong knowledge). Prajna is connected 
with sleep only. In sleep there are no objects (real or imaginary) 
to be known and so Prajna knows no objects and therefore cannot 
be called even the subject. It knows nothing, neither itself nor 
others, neither truth nor falsehood. But Turiya being pure self- 
luminous consciousness is All-seeing (sarua-drk).3 Though duality 
is absent both in Prajna and in Turiya, yet Prajna is connected with 
deep sleep where the seed of ignorance is present, while Turiya 
is untouched by it.4 When the negative absence of knowledge

1. Ibid., I, 1; cka eva tridha smftah.
2. Ibid., I, 10.
3. Ibid., I, 12.
4. Ibid., I, 13.
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which is sleep, and the positive wrong knowledge which is dream 
and waking, are transcended, the Fourth, the goal is reached.1 
When the individual self (jiva), slumbering in bcginningless Ig
norance, is awakened, then the Unborn (eternal), the Sleepless, 
the Dreamless, the Non-dual Atma, the self-shining Absolute is 
realised.2 This world of plurality appears due to mayd; there is no 
real removal of it, for it never existed; it is the projection of avidyd 
and mind and it disappears when avidyaand mind are transcended. 
Non-duality is the ultimate truth.3 The eternal self-shining Self, 
transcendent as well as immanent, is called Amdtra (measureless, 
infinite), Turiya (fourth, the transcendent) and Omkara. He who 
realises this pure Self, immanent in all the three stages and yet 
transcendent and always the same, is a great sage (mahd-muni) 
worthy of utmost respect and veneration of all beings.4 This Self 
is beyond thought-determinations and plurality. It is non-dual and 
is realised by the sages who have known the essence of the Vedas 
and who are free from attachment, fear and anger.5 He alone 
and none else is a sage (muni) who has embraced this infinite, 
measureless and all-pervading Othkara which is the cessation of all 
fear, suffering and duality and which is all bliss.6 The pure Self 
is beyond thought and language and so it can be described 
negatively (neti neti). But these negations negate only the descrip
tions of die Self and not the Self to which these negations point 
as the ineffable and self-shining Reality.7 To deny the Self is 
impossible, for the denier is himself the Self and the Self, as the 
foundation of knowledge, is beyond proof and disproof. To prove 
or affirm it is unnecessary, for it is self-shining; the attempt is 
laughable like revealing the sun at noon by means of a candle
light. The Acharya says that it is the dualists, who in order to prove 
their respective theories, quarrel with one another; Advaita quar
rels with none.8

1. Ibid., I. 15.
2. anadimayaya supto yada jivah prabuddhyatc I ajam an ¡dram asvapnam advaitam 

buddhyatc lada II Ibid, I, 16.
3. mayainatram idam dvaitam advaitam paramarthatah II Ibid., I, 17.
4. sa pujyah sarvabhutanam vandyashchaiva mahamunih II Ibid., I, 22.
5. vitaragabhayakrodhair munibhir vedaparagaili I niivikalpo hyayam dr§{ah prapan- 

chopashamo’dvayah II Ibid., II, 35; cf. Gita, II, 56.
6. amatro’nantamatrashcha dvaitasyopashamah shivali I orhkaro vidito yena sa munir 

netaro janah II Ibid., I, 29.
7. Ibid.. in , 26.
8. Ibid., IU, 17; tairayam na viruddyatc.
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VI. ASPARSHAYOGA

The doctrine of Asparshayoga, also known as amanibhava (ces
sation of mind) or vaisharadya (absolute purity), is based on the 
Upanisads, is described in detail in the Bhagavad-gTta (as yoga or 
Brahmayoga) and is developed by Gaudapada. Asparshayoga is 
niruikalpa samadhi or super-conscious meditation, where the trin
ity of the meditator, the object of meditation and the process of 
meditation is completely fused into one and transcended so that 
even the consciousness of the object of meditation glides away 
and the mind along with its mother mdyd is transcended and 
completely dissolved without residue and where the Pure Atvid or 
Brahma shining with its eternal light of pure consciousness and 
ineffable bliss is directly realised. Niruikalpa samadhi is described 
in the Upanisads, in the Bhagavadglta, in the Buddhist works and 
in the Yoga-sutra of Patanjali, and the word sparsha is often used 
in the sense of sense-object contact and subject-objcct duality in 
the Gita and the Buddhist works, yet the word ‘Asparshayoga’ is 
perhaps for the first time used by Gaudapada for niruikalpa samadhi 
and may be treated as his contribution. In the Buddhist works, 
both in Pali and in Sanskrit, the wrords used for niruikalpa-samddhi 
are samjnd-vedayita-nirodha and nirodha-samdpatti. Buddhist texts 
tell us that Buddha taught nine dhydnas or meditations called 
anupuruavihara. The first four ritpa dhydnas are : (1) meditation 
in which relational thought (vitarka, vichara) and intellectual dis
cernment (viveka) give rise to attachment with the object of 
meditation (pnti) and joy (sukha); (2) meditation in which discur
sive intellect ceases and concentration of the mind gives rise to 
attachment with the object of meditation and joy (samadhija priti- 
sukha)\ (3) meditation in which there is indifference (upeksd) to 
both attachment (pnti) and detachment (viraga) and there is 
continuous concentration (smrti) on the object of meditation; and
(4) meditation in which there is bliss beyond pleasure {sukha) and 
pain {duhkha). The next four anipa dhydnas are: (5) meditation 
on the infinity of space {dkdshanantyayatana)\ (6) meditation on 
the infinity of consciousness {vijhdnanantydyatana)\ (7) medita
tion on ‘nothingness’ {dkinchandyatana); and (8) meditation in 
which there is neither relational consciousness nor unconscious
ness {naivasamjna-nasamjndyatana). And the ninth, the highest 
dhyana is samjnd-vedayita-nirodha in which there is complete ces
sation of relational thought and sensation; this is niruikalpa samadhi
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in which sensation and thought-determinations (including mind 
or chitta and mentals or chaitasika-dharmas) are transcended and 
the highest bliss is experienced.1 It is nirvana itself. Bhagavadgita 
calls it samadhi, yoga or Brahmayoga (V, 21). In Patanjala Yoga- 
sutra it is called nirvikalpa, nirbija or asamprajhdta samadhi. It is 
only Gaudapada, as far as we know, who uses the word Asparshayoga 
for it.

The word sparsha is frequently used in the Gita for sense-object 
contact. Sense-object contact produces pleasure and pain which 
are momentary.2 Pleasures arising through sense-object contact 
ultimately lead to suffering; these arise and vanish and the wise 
do not enjoy these.3 A yogi does not indulge in worldly pleasures 
which arise due to the contact between sense-organs and external 
objects, leaving these outside he enjoys through yoga the eternal 
bliss of the At?na.4 In Buddhist works also sparsha is used for sense- 
object contact. It is the sixth link in the twelve-linked wheel of 
causation. It gives rise to vedanaox sensation which may be pleasant, 
painful or indifferent and which, in turn, leads to trsnd or thirst 
for sensuous enjoyment and makes one rotate in the cycle of birth 
and death. Hence in order to remove suffering sparsha must be 
stopped.

Acharya Gaudapada also uses the word sparsha in the sense of 
contact, i.e., contact between sense-organ and external object, 
between mind and sense-organ and between mind and mental 
object which generate all empirical experience, sensuous and men
tal. These contacts presuppose the basic contact between the self 
and mind, the subject and the object. But the Self really is eternal 
and pure and does not come into real contact with mind. So this 
contact is apparent and is due to avidyd or mdyd. Gaudapada uses 
the words jiva, chitta and manas as synonyms; manas is used by him 
in the sense of chitta which includes buddhi and ahahkara also. Due 
to the apparent contact between the subject and the object, 
between Brahma and maya, between Auna and avidyd, the jiva 
appears to be fouled by Finitude, limitation, duality, contamina-

1. Samyutta-Nikâya, XXXIV, 19-20 (PTS, London); XXXVI, 19-20 (Nalanda ed.).
2. Bhagavadgita, II, 14.
3. Ibid, V, 22.
4. Ibid, V, 21 and 27.
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don and impurity. Sparsha, therefore, indicates these various 
contacts which generate all worldly experiences of sense, thought 
and language having their uldmate source in avidyd which works 
through subject-object duality and thought-determinations which 
appear to contaminate and distort the Real. And the word ‘aspanha’ 
which is the negation of sparsha, therefore, means the negation 
of these contacts producing all worldly experience; and as mind 
is the moving power, the elan vital, of these contacts, asparsha 
implies cessation of mind called amambhdva or amansta. And as 
mind itself is rooted in and derives its power from avidyd or mdyd 
which makes the non-dual Real appear in the form of subject- 
object duality, the cessation of mind implies the cessation of avidyd 
or mdyd. And ‘Asparshayoga' is the contactless and uncontaminated 
nirvihalpa samadhi or meditation in which avidyd and its entire 
creation, mind, subject-object duality, sense-experience, relational 
thought with its categories and the plurality of this entire universe 
are transcended and the pure non-dual Atma or Brahma shining 
with eternal consciousness and bliss is directly realised. The Real 
is non-dual (advaita), absolutely pure (vishdrada), the unborn 
eternal (aja), beyond relational thought (nirvihalpa) and is always 
the same (sdmya).

Avidyd, says Gaudapada, works with bheda or difference or duality 
between the subject and the object. The trinity of knower, known 
and knowledge is the projection of relational thought. In fact, the 
‘knower* is not the individual self or jiva, but the pure eternal 
Self, Atma or Brahma; the ‘known * is not the external object or 
the mental ~state, but Brahma itself which appears as such through 
avidyd; and the ‘knowledge’ is not the relational knowledge pro
duced by thought-determinations, but pure eternal consciousness. 
There is no difference between subject, object and knowledge. It 
is comparatively less difficult to realise the identity of subject and 
knowledge because both are consciousness than to realise the 
identity of conscious subject and unconscious object. What ap
pears to be the unconscious external world is neither unconscious 
nor external, but the pure eternal Brahma itself. Gaudapada stresses 
that Brahma alone is ‘the knowable’ or the jneya because it alone 
deserves to be known and because it is the ground-reality of the 
apparent object. Jnana or knowledge is really indeterminate 
(akalpakam) and unborn or eternal (ajaih) and is non-different 
from the jneya or the knowable object (Jneyabhinnam) because the
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knowable (Jheyam) is the unborn (ajam) and the eternal (nityam) 
Brahma itself. Hence the eternal Brahma is realised as, at once, 
eternal subject, eternal object and eternal knowledge.1 Duality is 
merely a projection of maya\ the Real is non-dual.2 The entire 
universe of duality and plurality is a projection of the mind; when 
the mind is transcended (amani-bhdva) duality and plurality dis
appear.5 When the reality of the pure Atma is realised, mind stops 
its function of projection and in the absence of the projected 
object mind also, as the perceiving ego, ceases to exist (amanastd)4; 
this is niruikalpa samadhi in which the mind is completely con
trolled, is stopped from functioning and is totally annihilated 
along with its source avidyd.

This samadhi, says the Acharya, must be known as different 
from susupti (deep sleep) where too the subject-object duality is 
absent; but in susupti the mind rests and sleeps (Ryate) in the lap 
of its mother avidyd and after sleep comes out of it and distracted 
again resumes its function of projection (viksepa), while in samadhi 
the mind is completely annihilated (niruddha) along with avidyd. 
It merges in the fearless Brahma shining with its all-pervading 
eternal light of pure consciousness.5 When both laya and viksepa 
are transcended, when the mind does not fall into sleep nor is 
it distracted again, when it becomes unshakable and free from its 
function of illusory projection, it becomes Brahma.0 Verily, the 
absence of fear, the end of suffering, the perpetual wakefulness 
and enlightenment, the ever-lasting peace and the eternal bliss of 
all yogis depend on the control of mind.7 When Brahma is realised 
in this niruikalpa samadhi, the yogi becomes one with the non-dual 
Self which is the eternal light of Omniscience in which the unborn 
subject becomes one with the unborn object, and which is eternal

1. akalpakamajam jnanam jncyabhinnam prachaksatc I Brahmajneyamajam nityam- 
ajenajam vibudhyatc II Gaudapdda-Kdrika, III, 33.

2. ma^amatramidam dvaitam advaitam paramarthatah II Ibid., I, 17.
3. manaso hyamanibhavc dvaitam naivopalabhyate II Ibid., Ill, 31.
4. Ibid, III, 32.
5. Ibid., Ill, 34-35. tadeva nirbhayam Brahma jnanalokam samantatah II cf. Gita,

II, 72 and VI, 20.
6. Ibid., Ill, 46. ni$pannam Brahma tat tada II cf. Gita, V, 24; VI, 27.
7. Ibid., Ill, 40. cf. Gita, II, 71; VI, 14-15 and 20-23.
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peace and indescribable supreme bliss, the Brahma-nirvàna} This 
nirvikalpa samàdhi, says Gaudapâda, is called 1 Asparshayoga'. It is 
difficult to be realised by all yogis. Even the great yogis are afraid 
of it, imagining fear where there is no fear at all. Mistaking the 
annihilation of the ego as the destruction of the Self (àtma-nàsha) , 
they imagine fear even in the fearless goal which is eternal con
sciousness and bliss.2 It is unborn, it has neither sleep nor dream; 
nor has it any name or form; it is eternally self-shining and all
knowing; and it is beyond the approach of sense or thought.3 It 
is the fearless and unshaken samàdhi which is beyond all the 
determinations of thought and language; it is undisturbed peace 
and eternally self-shining light.4 There is no category of thought 
here; nor is here any acceptance or rejection (of anything); here 
consciousness has become one with the pure non-dual Àtmày 
unborn (eternal) and always the same.5 This Asparshayoga, being 
beyond determinations, is free from the conflicts (avivàda) and 
contradictions (aviruddha) of relational thought; it is for the 
happiness of all beings (saruasattvasukhah) and is also good for all 
(hitah).° It is non-dual self-shining consciousness, transcendental 
purity (vaishdradya) and eternal bliss. He who has realised Om
niscience, the non-dual Brahma, this goal which befits a true 
Bràhmana and is free from beginning, middle and end, what else 
can he desire?7 He who realises this truth bids good-bye to all 
sorrow and desire and reaches the fearless goal of moksa. It is not 
a new acquisition. It is the eternal and ineffable nature of the Self.

VII. GAUDAPÂDA AND MAHÀYÀNA

Gaudapâda s Kdrikd bears many doctrinal and terminological simi
larities with Nâgàrjuna’s Kârikà and with the works of Asahga and

1. Ibid., Ill, 47. akathyam sukhamutiamam. cf. Gïiâ, V, 21, 24, 26 and VI, 28.
2. asparshayogo vai nâma durdarshah sarvayogibhih I yogino bibhyati hyasmad

abhayc bhayadarshinah II ¡bidL, III, 39.
3. Ibid., III, 36.
4. sarvâbhilâpavigatah sarvachintasamutthitah I suprashântah sakfjjyolih 

samâdhirachalo’bhayah II Ibid., Ill, 37. cf. Gità, V, 24.
5. Ibid., Ill, 38. àtmasamstham tadâ jnânam ajàiisamaiàrh gatam II cf. Gïtâ, V, 19; 

n, 45. 48.
6. Ibid., IV, 2, cf. Gïtâ, II, 45; VI. 25.
7. Ibid., IV, 85. Brâhmanyam padamadvayam; kim atali paramïhale?
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Vasubandhu. Besides, there is the methodological similarity in the 
employment of the dialectic between Gaudapada and the 
Madhyamika Buddhists. The fourth chapter of the Karika, known 
as the Alatashantiprakarana, exhibits a strikingly Buddhist tenor 
and has been “a problem child” of Gaudapada for the interpret
ers. The theistic Vedantins have condemned Advaita Vedanta as 
‘maya-vada* which is false teaching (asat-shastra) and is Buddhism 
in disguise (prachchhanna-Bauddha). Some modern scholars, In
dian and Western have also favoured this view. Professor 
Vidhushekhara Bhattacharya’s work The Agamashdslra of Gaudapada 
is an outstandingly searching and valuable work on Gaudapada. 
But some of the conclusions drawn by the learned Professor are 
unacceptable. In his view Gaudapada has accepted and advocated 
the Buddhist doctrines throughout the fourth chapter,'the tenor 
of which is Buddhistic1 and nothing Vedantic will be found therein.2 
Dr. S.N. Dasgupta opines that Gaudapada was possibly himself a 
Buddhist or had, at least, “assimilated all the Buddhist Shunyavada 
and Vijnanavada teachings and thought that these held good of 
the ultimate truth preached by the l^ a rn ^ d s"5 On the other 
hand, some interpreters like Dr. T.M.P. Mahadevan believe that 
Gaudapada does not agree with the Buddhist views and has simply 
pressed into service the procedure or methodology of the Bud
dhist and has used the arguments of the Buddhist idealists to 
refute realism.4 Prof. Bhattacharya rightly observes that the 
Upanisadic seed of idealism developed by Buddhist teachers who 
flourished before Gaudapada has influenced him, though “it must 
be accepted that it did not first originate with the Buddhists.”5 But 
the learned Professor is wrong in emphasising that Gaudapada 
has largely borrowed from Mahayana Buddhism not only the 
technique but also the tenets and doctrines.

The different conclusions drawn by different scholars regard
ing the relation between Gaudapada and Mahayana may be stated 
as follows:

1. Agama-shastra, Introduction, pp. LTV-LVII.
2. Ibid., p. CXLIV.
S. A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. I, pp. 423 and 429.
4. Gaudapada: A Study in Early Vedanta, pp. 196 ff.
5. Agamashdstra, Introduction, p. CXXXII.
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1. The fourth chapter of the Karika is an independent work 
written by some Buddhist, and later on, by some one and 
some how, appended to the Karika.

2. Gaudapada accepts the terms, tenets and technique of 
Mahayana Buddhism and is, therefore, a crypto-Buddhist

3. There is no influence of Buddhism on Gaudapada who 
belongs to the Vedanta tradition which is opposed to the 
Buddhist tradition.

4. Gaudapada is clearly influenced by Buddhism and has 
assimilated the Mahayana tenets into Vedanta, thinking 
these to be in accordance with the Upanisadic teachings.

5. Gaudapada is a Vedantin who discards the tenets of 
Buddhism but uses its terms and technique.

We believe that though some scholars have hinted at the truth, 
it has not been fully grasped nor elaborated by them. According 
to us the truth appears to be as follows:

Gaudapada is a highly respected teacher of Vedanta and to 
mistake him to be a hidden or open Buddhist is absurd. He is 
fully conversant with Mahayana which he calls Agrayana (a syn
onym of Mahayana in Buddhist literature) which flourished be
fore him. Gaudapada, in the first three chapters of his Karika, has 
given a systematic exposition of Advaita Vedanta on the basis of 
scripture (shruti) as well as reasoning, and has composed the last 
fourth chapter of the Karika in order to elucidate his Advaita 
Vedanta by comparing it with Mahayana Buddhism. He shows the 
similarities and also differences between the two by referring to 
and sometimes by reproducing from the Mahayana works. He 
discovered that these similarities were due to the fact that Buddha 
himself had pardy assimilated the Upanisadic teachings, which 
were, later on, developed in the Mahayana schools of Madhyamika 
and Vijnanavada. He approves of some Mahayana doctrines which 
are in agreement with Vedanta, because these have been bor
rowed from the Upani§ads and cannot be said to be the original 
contribution of Buddha or the Buddhists. He also points out the 
vital differences between the two and brings out the philosophical 
soundness of Vedanta over Mahayana. Thus, approving of the 
Madhyamika doctrine of No-origination and the dialectical cri
tique of causation, he points out that the Absolute must be equated
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with the pure non-dual Self; and approving of the arguments of 
Buddhist Vijnanavada in criticism of realism, he indicates that 
Buddhist idealism degenerates into subjectivism and pluralism, 
while Vedanta idealism has the merit of accommodating epistemic 
realism and is spiritual non-dualism.

As this view is put forward by us it needs to be explained in 
some detail by an exposition of the fourth chapter of the Karika 
which we now undertake.

The first two Karikas of the fourth chapter are benedictory 
verses. In the first verse Acharya Gaudapada pays his homage to 
that Enlightened sage (sambuddhah) who, among men, has reached 
the peak of excellence (dvipadam varam) by realising the pure 
non-dual consciousness in which knowledge, known and knower 
become one. According to the commentator Shankaracharya, this 
Enlightened sage is Lord Narayana who is Purusottama and who, 
according to tradition, is the first teacher of the Advaita Vedanta 
sampradaya. It is natural for Gaudapada to pay homage to him. 
In the Buddhist literature Buddha is frequendy referred to as 
Enlightened (sambuddha) and as the most excellent of men 
{dvipadam vara). As Gaudapada in this chapter compares his 
Vedanta with Mahayana Buddhism, this benedictory verse may 
also imply his salutadon to Buddha. And this verse also implies 
his salutation to any sage who has or to all those sages, who have 
transcended the trinity of knowledge, knower and known. He 
clearly tells us that he alone is a muni (sage) who has realised the 
measureless Fourth (amatra, tunya), the Omkara, the pure and 
non-dual Self {Atmd) or Brahma, where knowledge, knower and 
known are one and such a great sage (mahd-muni) is worthy of 
utmost respect and veneration {pujya and vandya) of all beings.1 
In the second verse, he salutes Asparshayoga in which the non-dual 
Atma with its eternal consciousness and ineffable bliss is realised, 
which is free from conflicts and contradictions of thought and 
which is conducive to the happiness and welfare of all beings.2

Gaudapada begins this chapter with a detailed exposition of 
No-origination (ajdti) by means of a dialectical critique of causa

1. Gaudapäda-Kärikä, \ , 22 and 29; II, 35. Also, see supra, p. 138.
2. sarvasattvasukho hi iah avivädo' viruddhashcha.



Pre-Shankara Vedanta 147

tion and points out the similarities between Vedanta and 
Mádhyamika Buddhism. In the second chapter the Ácharya has 
established ajátiváda by proving the falsity of the world through 
independent reasoning and by showing that it is an appearance 
of the non-dual eternal Brahmar, and in the third chapter he has 
proved it on the basis of shruti or scripture.1 The main arguments 
used by him in the fourth chapter are also found in the preceding 
two chapters, but in the fourth chapter he gives a detailed expo
sition of his views and points out the similarities and differences 
between his Vedanta and Maháyána Buddhism and establishes the 
soundness of Vedanta over Buddhism. It should be noted that the 
similarities of tenets, terms and technique between Gaudapáda on 
the one hand and the Mádhyamika and Vijñánávádí Buddhists on 
the other should not be taken to mean that Gaudapáda has 
borrowed these from the Buddhists. Gaudapáda flourished at that 
time when Maháyána was prevalent and he was fully conversant 
with the Maháyána philosophy. Terms are the heritage of lan
guage and like current coins can be used by anyone who writes 
in that language. The dialectical method though developed in the 
Mádhyamika school did not originate with it or even with Bud
dha. Its origin is found in the Upanisads and its first exponent 
is the sage Yajñavalkya.2 The doctrinal similarities, as pointed out 
by Gaudapada himself,are due to the fact that Buddha himself 
took these doctrines from the Upanisads and these were devel
oped in the Maháyána schools.

The Áchátya begins his exposition of ajdti from the third verse 
by saying: Some (the Sáñkhyas) say that it is the existent which 
is born, while others (the Nyáya-Vaishesikas) say that it is the non
existent which is born, and thus they dispute each other s view. 
In the fourth verse he says: These disputing dualists (dvayah) cancel 
each other’s position and, taken together, unknowingly proclaim 
the truth of No-origination, as neither the existent nor the non
existent can be produced. Also, there are some non-dualists 
(advayáh, i.e., the Mádhyamikas) who openly proclaim the doc
trine of No-origination (ajati) by saying that neither the real nor

1. See supra, pp. 129-35. See II, 31-35 and III, 17-23 and 27-31.
2. See supra, pp. 122-23.
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the unreal can be produced. In the fifth verse the Acharya clearly 
says: We approve the doctrine of ajati proclaimed by these 
(Madhyamikas). We do not dispute with them. It should be clearly 
understood that there can be no dispute with them (because they 
agree with us).1 Then, in Karikas 6 to 23 Gaudapada enters into 
a dialectical critique of causality with which the Madhyamikas also 
agree. Karikas 6, 7 and 8 are repetition, with a litde variation, of 
Karikas 20, 21 and 22 of the third chapter. Karikas 29, 30, 38 and 
40 also deal with critique of causation. As we have already ex
plained Gaudapada’s critique of causality above2, we need not 
repeat it here. In the nineteenth verse, the Acharya observes that 
the Buddhas (Buddha and the Madhyamika Buddhists) have elu
cidated ajati by giving the following three arguments: (1) absence 
of energy in the cause to produce the effect (ashakti), (2) absence 
of knowledge of any relation between cause and effect (apari- 
jhana), and (3) incompatibility of the order of succession (kraina- 
kopa).3 And in the twenty-second verse the Acharya concludes like 
Nagarjuna, that nothing can originate either from itself or from 
other than itself; neither the real nor the unreal nor both real 
and unreal can be produced.4 The real is unborn and eternal and 
so cannot be produced; the unreal is like a barren woman’s son 
and it too cannot be produced. The real and unreal cannot be 
combined like light and darkness and hence that which is both 
real and unreal is impossible and cannot be produced. That which 
is real never changes its nature and causation is not possible 
without change.5 The world is not a real creation, but a mere

1. khyapyamanamajatim tairanumodamahe vayam I vivadamo na taih sardham 
avivadam nibodhata II IV, 5.

2. See supra, pp. 133-35.
3. ashaktiraparijnanam kramakopo* thava punah I evam hi sarvatha Buddhairajatih 

paridlpita II IV, 19. see supra, p. 135. We know that the Madhyamikas have 
actually used these arguments. See Madhyamika-Kdrika, I, 6; XI, 1, 2, and 8.

4. svato va parato vapi na kinchid vastu jayate I sad asat sadasad vapi na kihchid 
vastu jayate II GK, IV, 22 (For Gaudapada-Kdrikd we use the abbreviation *GK’ 
and for Nagaijuna’s Madhyamika-Karika ‘MK’.) Compare, na svato napi parato 
na dvabhyam napyahctutah 1 utpanna jatu vidyante bhavah kvachana kechana II 
MK, I, 1; and, na svato jayate bhavah parato naive jayate I MK, XXI, 13 and 
XXIII, 20.

5. prakrtcranyathabhavo na kathahchid bhavi$yati I GK, IV, 7, compare, 
prakfteranyathabhavo nahi jatupapadyate I MK, XV, 8.
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appearance. It has no beginning, for it is due to beginningless 
Ignorance. It has no end, for had it really existed then the ques
tion of its destruction could have arisen. And that which exists 
neither in the beginning nor in the end cannot exist even in the 
middle.1 Gaudapada and Nagaijuna agree on these points.2 The 
Acharya, like the Madhyamika, believes that nothing can origi
nate, neither the jiva or chitta or vijnana nor the object (dharma).s 
All jivas and objects are really unborn and they appear to be born 
through maya and mdyd too is ultimately false.4 As real causation 
is impossible, all objects of thought (including individual selves, 
mental states and external physical objects) are unthinkable (and 
indescribable) either as real or as unreal and are therefore false.5 
The Madhyamika also says that causation is relative (pratitya- 
samutpada) and not real and, therefore, that which arises relatively 
does not in reality arise.0 The Acharya clearly says that as long as 
(due to maya) there is a strong attachment to cause and effect, 
to origination and annihilation, to birth and death, so long this 
world, this cycle of birth and death is expanded; when this cling
ing to cause and effect is dispelled, there is no cycle of birth and 
death (sarhsdra)7. Nagarjuna also says: that which due to clinging 
(upaddya) and relativity (pratitya) appears as this empirical world 
or the cycle of birth and death, the same, free from clinging and 
relativity, is called Nirvana.8 There is not the slightest difference 
between samsara and Nirvana.9 Gaudapada has said: There is no 
annihilation nor origination; no one is bound and no one works

1. adavantc cha yan nasti vartamane’ pitattatha I GK, IV, 31. Compare, naivagram
navaram yasya tasya madhyam kuio bhavet I MK, XI, 2.

2. Compare, GK, IV, 8 with MK, XIV, 1, 2; GK IV, 10 with MK XI, 3-4; GK IV,
16 with MK XI, 2; GK IV, 17 with MK X, 10-11; GK IV, 18 with MK X, 8; GK
IV, 19 with MK XI, 2 and 6; GK IV, 22 with MK I, 1, XXI, 13, XXIII, 20; GK
IV, 40 with MK XXI, 12, VIII, 1 and 10.

S. evam na jayate chiltam evam dharma ajah smftah I GK, IV, 46. na kashchid 
jayate jivah sambhavo’sya na vidyatc I GK, IV, 71

4. janma mayopamam tc$am sa cha maya na vidyate II GK, IV, 58.
5. karyakaranatabhavad yato* chintyah sadaiva tc I GK, IV. 52.
6. pratitya yat samutpannam notpannam paramarthatah.
7. yavaddhctuphalaveshah samsarastavadayatah I k$Ine hctuphalavcshe sarhsaro 

nopapadyate II GK, IV, 56.
8. ya ajavafijavibhava upadaya pratitya va I so’pratityanupadaya 

nirvanamupadishyate II MK, XXV, 9.
9. na tayorantaram kinchit susulqmamapi vidyate I MK, XXV, 20.
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for liberation; no one desires freedom and no one attains free
dom—this is the highest truth, the absolute reality.1 Nagaijuna 
also says: There is no annihilation, no origination, no momen
tariness, no eternity, no unity, no plurality, no coming in and no 
going out.2 The Acharya, like die Madhyamika, believes that Reality 
is beyond the four categories of thought (chatuskoti-vinirmukta). 
He says: Only an unintelligent person covers the Real with 
existence, non-existence, both and neither. These are the four 
categories of thought with which the Real appears to be covered, 
but, in fact, it is untouched by them; he who realises this Lord 
(Bhagavan) himself becomes the omniscient Real.3 The merciful 
Veda talks of creation only from the empirical standpoint which 
is a means to realise the goal of ajati or advaita and preaches 
karma (action) and upasana (devodon, meditation) for the common 
people to lead them slowly to transcendent knowledge (jhdna).4 
So has Buddha preached relative creation (jati) and prescribed 
good actions and meditation, from the standpoint of samvrti or 
empirical truth for those ordinary followers who cling to this 
world taking it to be real due to empirical perception (upalambha) 
and pragmatic utility (samdchara) and who tremble with fear at 
the very name of ajati, so that they may not give up good actions 
and spiritual discipline and fall from the right path.5

Thus Acharya Gaudapada has approved of the similarities be
tween his Advaita Vedanta and the Madhyamika absolutism. But 
there are some important differences also between them which 
should be noted. Though the Madhyamika believes that the Ab
solute is both immanent and transcendent, yet, following Buddha, 
he has emphasised the transcendent nature of the Absolute and

1. na nirodho na chotpattir na baddho na cha sadhakah I na mumuksur na vai 
milk la ityesa paramarthata II GK, II, 32.

2. anirodham anutpadam anuchchhedam ash ash va tarn I anekartham ananartham 
anagamam anirgamam II MK, the first benedictory verse.

3. GK, IV, 83-84.
4. GK, III, 15-16 upayah so'vataraya nasti bhedah kathanchana I and, 

upasanopadi$tcyam tadarlham anukampaya II
5. upalambhat samacharad astivastutva-vadinam I jatistu deshita Buddhair- 

ajatestrasatam sada II GK, IV, 42.
There are many references in the Buddhist scripture about Buddha’s ‘upaya- 
kaushalya’, i.e. his preaching according to the ability of his disciples. See MK, 
XVIII, 6. See supra, pp. 33 and 65.



Pre-Shankara Vedànta 151

has used the negative method. The Absolute, being transcendent, 
cannot be known through thought nor can it be expressed in 
language. The Mâdhyamika, remaining true to the spirit of Bud
dha and its negative logic has given only negative description of 
the Absolute and has not indulged in its positive description. 
Emphasis is laid only on its direct realisation through immediate 
experience by rising above the thought-categories which falsify it. 
Gaudapâda agrees with all this, but following his Upanisadic tra
dition, feels the necessity of making explicit the positive ontologi
cal nature of the Absolute by using positive characters also in 
order to help the aspirants and in order to avoid possible philo
sophical misconception of the Absolute. Thus admitting that 'neti 
netx or via negativa is the best method to describe the indescrib
able, he admits the necessity of positive description too and uses 
the positive terms like Brahma, Bhagavàn, ïshvara, Deva, vibhu, 
nitya jnàna, akçaya and akathya sukha, Omkâra, etc., for the Ab
solute. Anpther vital difference between Gaudapâda and the 
Mâdhyamika is that Gaudapâda, following his Upanisadic tradi
tion, identifies the Absolute with the foundational Self or Âtmâ. 
The self-contradiction inherent in the thought-categories and the 
consequent nothingness of the phenomena brought out by the 
sharp negative dialectic can be realised only by the witnessing Self 
(sàksî). Self-contradiction is neither self-revealing nor self- 
comprehending. It can be understood only in the light of a 
universal criterion of non-contradiction and by the foundadonal 
Self, which is^at once eternal self-shining consciousness (nitya 
svaprakàsha âtma-chaitanya) and self-proved existence (svatahsiddha) 
and non-dual ineffable bliss (advaita akhanda ànanda).

Àchàrya Gaudapâda has proved (in the 2nd and the 3rd chap
ters) by reasoning and on the basis of scripture that a/â/rvàda is 
mâyâvàda based on Brahmavàda, that it is spiritual non-dualism 
which is the central teaching of the Upanisads.1 Buddha himself 
took it from the Upani§ads and the Mâdhyamika school developed 
it in the light of the teaching of Buddha. Gaudapâda takes it 
directly from the Upanisads and develops it in the light of his 
Vedàntic tradition. This accounts for the similarities as well as 
differences between Gaudapâda and the Mâdhyamika and this

1. See supra, pp. 132-35.
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also establishes the philosophical soundness of Advaita Vedanta 
over Madhyamika Buddhism.

Acharya Gaudapada also points out the similarities and differ
ences between his Advaita Vedanta and the Vijnanavada school 
of Buddhism. He is fully conversant with the views of Maitreyanatha, 
Asahga and Vasubandhu who were his predecessors. In order to 
understand and estimate Gaudapada’s exposition of Buddhist 
Vijnanavada, we should first clarify the points of agreement and 
of difference between them. The points of agreement are as fol
lows:

1. Gaudapada agrees with and accepts the arguments of 
Vijnanavada to refute realism. He also places the world- 
objects on a par with objects perceived in dream and 
illusion because of their ultimate unreality.

2. Gaudapada and Vijnanavada both believe that the indi
vidual subjects, the mental states and the external objects 
are appearances of pure Vijnana due to beginningless 
avidya which projects the illusion of subject-object dual
ity. Objects in dream and in illusion are projections of 
individual Vijnana (Jtva in Gaudapada and klista 
manovijnana in Vijnanavada), while world-objects are 
projections of universal vijnana (Ishvara in Gaudapada 
and Alayavijnana in Vijnanavada). All these are vibrations 
(spandana) of Vijnana.

3. Gaudapada and Vijnanavada both maintain that the Real 
is the Absolute Vijnana which is non-dual, eternal, self- 
shining and pure transcendental Consciousness and bliss 
which is beyond sense-perception, thought-determina- 
tions and expressions of language and which can be 
realised in immediate spiritual experience in which sub
ject, object and knowledge become one.

Let us now note the vital differences between Gaudapada and 
Vijnanavada which are as follows:

1. Gaudapada is a teacher of Advaita Vedanta and advocates
ontological idealism only, while Vijnanavada is idealism 
par excellence—both ontologically as well as epistemologi- 
cally.1 Gaudapada rejects epistemic idealism as illogical 
and unwarranted.

1. For the exposition and criticism of Vijnanavada see supre, pp. 113-16.
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2. Though Gaudapada places the world-objects on a par 
with dream-objccts and illusory objects due to their ul
timate unreality, yet he does assert the empirical differ
ence between these; even though the difference is only 
of degree yet it is very important in our empirical life.1 
Vijhanavada, on the other hand, places all objects, whether 
world-objects or dream-objects or illusory objects, on the 
same level and pronounces them as utterly unreal like 
a sky-flower or a barren womans son.

3. Vijhanavada separates the ‘form' from the ‘content' of 
consciousness, rejecting the objective ‘content'as utterly 
unreal (parikalpita) and retaining the ‘form ’ as relatively 
real (paratantra). Gaudapada rejects the distinction be
tween parikalpita and paratantra which unnecessarily dis
turbs our empirical life and puts these both under samvrti 
or vyavahara. For him the ‘content’ and the ‘form' of 
consciousness are inseparable and enjoy the same status 
as both arise together and vanish together.

4. Vijhanavada rejects the objective world as utterly unreal 
because it does not exist outside of consciousness. 
Gaudapada, like the Madhyamika, treats the world as 
ultimately unreal or false (mithyd), because it is indeter
minate (achintya) either as real or as unreal or as both 
and so is a self-contradictory appearance due to mayd or 
avidyd. The world of dream and illusion and the empiri
cal world are perceived by us. Each works on its own 
sphere and is set aside only when sublating consciousness 
dawns.

5. Gaudapada idendfies the Absolute with the foundadonal 
Self (Atmd) or Brahma, while Vijhanavada calls it 
Vijnaptimatra (pure eternal non-dual consciousness), 
Parinispanna or Dharmadhatu.

6. Vijhanavada believes that the Parinispanna Vijnana-matra 
due to beginningless and transcendental Vdsand of ob
jectivity becomes paratantra or condidoned by the wheel 
of causation generaung the world-cycle of originadon 
and annihilation in which momentary vijnanas and 
vdsanas go on producing each other until paratantra is

1. see supra, p. 131.
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freed from the transcendental Vdsand or Avidyd by root
ing out ‘objectivity ’ from the stream of consciousness 
and regains its original purity as Parinispanna. Acharya 
Gaudapada does not accept all this. He rejects epistemic 
idealism and the pluralism, momentariness and creativity 
of vijnanas and the theory of real causation. The Real 
itself appears as individual subjects and also as the world 
of objects. The subject-object duality is to be removed by 
the elimination of difference (bheda); by the realisation 
that jiva is Brahma and the world also is Brahma, because 
Brahma is the ground-reality of both. This realisation 
dawns in niruikalpa samddhi in which knower, known and 
knowledge are immediately realised as non-different in 
transcendental non-dual consciousness.

In the light of the above-mentioned points of agreement and 
of difference between Gaudapada and Buddhist Vijnanavada, we 
will understand and appreciate Gaudapada's exposition of 
Vijnanavada presented in the fourth chapter of his Karika which 
we now explain.

Acharya Gaudapada in the second chapter and in the fourth 
chapter (K.33-44)1 places the world-objects perceived in waking 
on a par with the objects perceived in dream and illusion on the 
ground that both are found to be ultimately unreal. He agrees 
with Vijnanavada in maintaining against realism that perception 
(upalambha), practical utility (samdehdra) and spatio-temporal 
determination cannot prove the objective reality of the empirical 
world, for these conditions are found even in the objects in dream 
and illusion.2 We know that such arguments are used by 
Vasubandhu to refute realism.5 Even Sharikaracharya in his com
mentary on the Karika admits that the Acharya approves of the 
arguments of Vijrianavadi Buddhist to refute realism.4 Gaudapada 
says that though the difference between world-objects and dream- 
objects is one of degree only, yet it is important for empirical life. 
Dream-objects are mental (antalysthdna), are perceived without

1. Karika* IV. 31, 32, 33, 34 arc repetition of K. II, 6, 7, 1, 2.
2. See suproy pp. 129-31.
3. Vimshatikä, K. 2-10 with Vftli.
4. Vijnânavâdino Bauddhasya vachanam bàhyârthavâdi-pak§a-prati$cdhaparam

Ächäryenänumoditain. Bhàfya K. IV, 28.
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sense-organs (indriya) and appear to exist only during percepdon 
(chitta-kala) > while world-objects are external (bahih-sthana) are 
perceived with sense-organs (indriya) and appear to exist even 
after percepdon (dvaya-kala) . So they stand on a higher level of 
phenomenal experience.1 Hence, in comparison with dream-ob- 
jects the world-objects are admitted as empirically real.2 As they 
cannot be sublated by empirical experience, they enjoy a higher 
status.3 Uldmately however world-objects too are false, because 
they are appearances due to mayd and are found to be neither 
real nor unreal nor both (achintya, mrsa, vitatha, mithyd).4 The 
individual subjects and the external objects cannot be condemned 
as utterly unreal (parikalpita) like a barren womans son, for a 
barren woman ’s son cannot be really bom nor can he even appear 
in illusion.5 Nor can they be illogically reduced to their ‘forms’ 
in consciousness, because ‘the form of the object ’ cannot be sepa
rated from the ‘object’. If vijnana never comes into contact with 
the object because the object is utterly unreal it cannot assume 
the ‘form ’ of the object as the ‘form ’ cannot be separated from 
the ‘object’.6 If vijnana never touches the object (nimitta) in all 
the three dmes, past, present and future, because the object is 
non-existent, then in the absence of the object, how can there be 
the illusory idea of objecdvity (which compels vijnana to undergo 
modificadon)?7 Hence, the Acharya concludes: Neither the sub
ject nor the object (nor its ‘form * in consciousness) can be pro
duced. Causadon is due to avidya and is therefore an appearance. 
Vijnana (cbitta) does not undergo real modificadon and cannot 
assume the ‘form ’ of the object; nor are the objects produced. 
Those who want to discover causadon (origination) in the sub
jective or the objective realm try to find out the footprints of birds 
in the sky!8 It is the unborn absolute Self or Vijnana which, due

1. See supra, p. 131.
2. GK, IV, 37.
3. GK IV. 39.
4. vitathaih sadfsháh santo'vitathá iva lak$itáh I GK IV, 31. mithyaiva khalu tc 

smnáh I GK IV, 32.
5. bandhyáputro na tattvena máyayá vápi jáyate I GK III, 28.
6. chittam na samsprshatyartham nárthábhásam tathaiva cha I abhüto hi yata- 

shachártho nárthábhásastatah pfthak II GK IV, 26.
7. animitto viparyásah katham tasya bhavi$yati I GK IV, 27.
8. tas man na jáyate chittam chittadfsyam na jáyate I tasya pashyanti ye játim khe 

vai pashyanti te padam II GK IV, 28.
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to its own power avidya, appears as the individual subjects and the 
objects; its nature, therefore, is ajati (No-origination or eternal 
sameness) and ultimate nature can in no way change.1 However, 
the phenomenal reality of this world of subject-object duality cannot 
be denied. Buddha himself has preached the empirical reality of 
creation on account of perception (upalambha) and practical utility 
(samdchara) to those who cling to the world taking it to be real 
and who tremble with fear at the very name of ajati (so that they 
may not give up good actions and meditation).2 These realists due 
to their attachment to dualism have swerved from the truth (but 
if they continue following spiritual discipline they may realise it 
and in that case) the defects in realism will not obstruct their 
vision and will be far fewer (than in epistemic idealism of 
Vijnanavada which unnecessarily disturbs the common life).3

The Acharya observes (K.47-52) that the non-dual absolute 
Vijnana, stirred by avidyaf appears as the empirical world of sub
ject-object duality. He gives the illustration of a lighted fire-brand 
(alntd) from which the name of this fourth chapter, alata-shanti, 
is derived. Just as an unmoving fire-brand bums unflickeringly 
and produces no illusion, but the same, when moved in different 
ways, gives rise to the illusion of fire-lines which may be straight 
or curved or circular, similarly the Absolute Vijnana is eternal and 
non-dual, but the same, when stirred by avidya, appears to vibrate 
(spandana) in the form of this world of subject-object duality.4 
And just as the appearances of a moving fire-brand are neither 
identical with nor different from it and they neither go out of it 
nor enter into it, similarly the phenomenal world of individual 
subjects and external objects is neither identical with nor different 
from the Absolute Vijnana and it neither goes out of it nor enters 
into it. Vijnanavada is right in maintaining all this. But it should 
remember that this entire show is an appearance. Neither vijnanas 
nor objects are conditioned by causation. Causation is relative

1. GK IV, 29 ajâtih prakrtistatah.
2. upalam bhät samächärad astivastutvavädinäm I jâ tistu  deshitâ Budhai- 

rajäiestrasaiäm sadâ ll 'GK IV, 42.
3. aiâiestrasatâm tcsâmupalambhâd viyanti yc I jâtidosâ na sctsyanti doso* pyalpo 

bhaviçyau II GK IV, 43.
4. GK IV, 47-48.
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and therefore apparent Hence they are indeterminate and false.1 
Vijnana really is unborn (aja), unchanging (achala), unobjectifiable 
(avastu), non-dual (advaya) and undisturbed (shdnta); the condi
tioning of vijnanas by causation (jdti), their creativity and plural
ity, their momentariness (chala) and objectification (vastu) are 
appearances (abhdsa).2 The Acharya has made it clear that it is 
the self-shining Self (and not the momentary vijnana) which 
through its own power mdyd projects itself (as the manifold world 
of subject-object duality) and it is this (witness) Self which per
ceives and knows the different individual subjects and objects— 
this is the established truth in Vedanta.3 The objects which appear 
to be born originate only empirically (samxrrtyd) and not in reality 
(na tattvatah); they appear to arise due to mdyd and that maya too 
is ultimately unreal.4 Similarly no individual subject (jiva) is ever 
born. No-origination is the highest truth.5 The Acharya concludes: 
Empirically the subject and the object enjoy equal status and 
neither can be reduced to the other, and ultimately both are 
appearances of the Absolute. Hence, neither the objects are 
projected by vijnanas (as epistemic idealism wrongly imagines) 
nor are the vijnanas generated by the objects (as materialism 
wrongly believes). Thus the wise see the self-contradictory nature 
of causation and realise the truth of No-origination.6 As long as 
there is avidya the cycle of causation will revolve and this world 
of suffering will stretch itself; when avidya is dispelled, the cycle 
of causation will collapse and this world of suffering will vanish.7 
From the phenomenal standpoint or samvrti (the Buddha has 
declared that) this world is neither real or eternal nor unreal or 
momentary (and so self-contradictory and false). Ultimately the 
world is non-different from the Absolute which is beyond all cat
egories of thought and all words of language.8

1. GK IV, 49-52; kaiyakaranatabhavad yato’chintyah sadaiva te I K. 52.
2. jatyabhasam chalabhasam vastvabhasam tathaiva cha I ajachalam avastutvam 

vijnanam shantam advayam II GK IV, 45.
3. kalpayatyatmanatmanam alma devah svamayaya I sa cva budhyate bhedan iti 

vedantanishchayah II II, 12.
4. janma mayopamam tesam sa cha m a p  na vidyate II IV, 58.
5. cun tad uttamam satyam yatra kinchin na jayaie II GK IV. 711.
6. evam na chittaja dharmash chittam vapi na dharmajam 1 evam hetuphalajatim 

p ravish anti manisinah II GK, IV. 54.
7. GK IV, 55-56. kslne hetuphalavcshe samsaro nopapadyate.
8. najcsu sarvadharmesu shashvatashashvaiabhidha I yatra varna na vartante 

vivekastatra nochyate II GK IV, 60.
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Then (in Karika 72-100) the Acharya by reproducing at length 
the views of Vijnanavada shows that the world of subject-object 
duality is due to the vibration of chitta (vijnana), but this chitta 
or Vijnana is not really disturbed by the illusory idea of objecivity 
(nirvisayam) and it is declared to be always asahga, i.e., unrelated 
to subject-object duality and unconditioned by causation; its vibra
tion (spandana) is due to avidya. or transcendental beginningless 
Illusion which itself is ultimately unreal.1 As the ‘form of the 
object’ (arthabhasa) cannot be separated from the object itself (na 
tatah piihak), Vijnana is neither related to the object nor does it 
really assume the form of the object. So the distinction between 
parikalpita and paratantra is not logical.2 The parikalpita (i.e., the 
subject and the object) is not utterly unreal like a barren woman's 
son (as Vijnanavada imagines) because it is perceived in the 
empirical world. The individual subjects and objects as well as 
their ‘forms’ in consciousness which are inseparable from them 
fall under samvrti and enjoy empirical reality, though they are 
ultimately unreal as they are imaginary projections of avidya. That 
which exists empirically (samvrti) does not exist in reality 
(paramdrtha). And paratantra too (which is supposed to undergo 
modification and assume ‘forms * of objects) falls under samvrti 
or empirical reality and is not ultimately real, because the 
parinispanna only appears as paratantra and does not in fact become 
conditioned by causation (paratantra)? The parinispanna or the 
Absolute Vijnana, due to avidya which works through thought- 
determinations (abhini$patti-samxrrti or loka-samvrti) appears as 
paratantra (relative, conditioned by causation), though in fact it 
is never conditioned. Even to call it aja (unborn, unconditioned 
or absolute) is a way of samxrrti (vyavahara or empirical truth); in 
reality it is beyond all thought-determinations and words.4 The 
subject-object duality does not really exist; it is a projection of 
avidya or transcendental Illusion which generates the attachment

1. chittam nirvisayam nityam asan gam tena klrtitam GK IV, 72.
2. GK, IV, 26; sec supra, p. 155.
S. yo’sti kalpitasamvrtya paramárthena nástyasau I paralan tro’bhisamvftya syán násti 

paramárthatah II GK, IV, 73; the correct reading is * para tan tro’bhi’ and not 
’paratantrabhi’ as found in some editions.

4. ajah kalpitasamvrtya paramárthena nápyajah I paratantro' bhini$pattyá samvrtyá 
jáyate tu sah M IV, 74.
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to this unreal duality (abhütâbhinivesha) , and this avidyà itself is 
ultimately false.1 When the unreality of duality is realised there 
is no cause for origination. There is in reality no illusory idea of 
objectivity to defile vijnâna and subject it to the cycle of causation 
in which momentary vâsanàs and vijnânas go on determining 
each other. When there is no real cause, good, bad or indifferent, 
to compel vijnâna to undergo modification, vijnâna never really 
falls from its pristine purity.2 Vijnànavâda is right in maintaining 
that the Absolute Vijnana is eternally free from suffering, desire 
and fear;5 that it is eternally peaceful, undisturbed, unmoving, 
ever-the-samc, unborn, unconditioned, non-dual, untouched by 
sleep (covering function of avidyà) and by dream (projecting 
function of avidya) \ that it is Dharmadhàtu or the ultimate Reality 
(at once transcendent to and immanent in phenomena), that this 
Dharmadhatu, by its very nature, is self-shining consciousness which 
is eternally self-illumined once for all4; that it is beyond the four 
categories of thought where knowledge, knower and known are 
merged in self-shining non-dual consciousness; that it is to be 
realised through immediate spiritual experience by the Buddhas, 
and that he who realises it himself becomes Omniscient.5

The Âchàrya, then, makes it clear that this spiritual non-dual- 
ism is the central teaching of the Upanisads. It is Vedànta unalloyed. 
It is Brahma itself, the highest non-dual blissful Reality, fully om
niscient, without beginning, middle and end; its realisation is the 
goal befitting a true Bràhmana and having realised it what else 
remains to be desired?0 And for attaining this natural and bliss
fully peaceful Brahma is prescribed the spiritual discipline (vinaya) 
for the Brâhmanas (viprânàm).7 If Buddha and the Buddhists also

1. abhütábhinivcshosti clvayam tatra na vidyatc I IV, 75. cf abhütaparikalpo’sii 
dvayam tatra na vidyate I Madhyánta-Vibhága, I, 2.

2. GK, IV, 76.
3. vltashokam tadá'kámam abhayam padam ashnute I IV, 78.
4. ajamanidramasvapnam prabhátam bhavati svayam I sakrd vibháto hyevai$a 

Dharmadhátuh svabhávatah II IV, 81. The corrcct rcading is ‘Dhartnadhátuh’ 
and not ‘dharmo dháluh'.

5. visayah sa hi Buddhánám tatsámyam ajamadvayam I IV, 80.
kotyash chatasra ctástu grahair yásám sadávrtah I Bhagaván ábhir asprsto yena 
dr$tah sa sarvadfk II II, 84.

6. prápya sarvajñatám krtsnám Bráhmanyam padam -advayam . I 
anapannádimadhyántam kim atah paramlhatc II IV, 85.

7. vipránám vinayo hyc$a shamah prákfta uchyate I IV, 86.
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believe in this they are accepting Vedanta to this extent. It should 
be remembered here that the epithets used by Vijnânavâda for 
Vijnà'ptimàtra or Dharmadhàtu (correctly reproduced by 
Gaudapâda) are the same which have been used in the Upanisads 
for Àtmâ or Brahma. Gaudapâda in the first three chapters of his 
Kârikij has described Àtmâ or Brahma in the same way.1 This non
dual Âtmà or Brahma, the Àchârya has said, is realised by the sages 
who have known the essence of the Veda, who are well-versed in 
Vedanta, who have realised Omkâra; and such a great sage 
(mahàmuni) deserves respect and veneration of all.2

The Àchârya further explains the Vijnânavâda posidon thus: 
The Vijnànavâdî Buddhists say that Buddha has declared three 
svabhàvas or levels of existence, parikalpita (imaginary), paratanlra 
(reladve) and parinispanna {absolute), Parikalpita is mere laukika 
or common sense reality where the object {vastu) and its percep- 
don (upalambha) both (though utterly unreal) are taken as real. 
Paratantra is called shuddha laukika or pure empirical reality where 
the object drops down {avastu) leaving the percepdon (upalambha:) 
of only its form in consciousness and where the flow of the 
momentary vijnànas condiuoned by causadon is taken as real. 
Painispanna is the lokottara, the trans-empirical, the absolute re
ality where the flow of vijnànas dries up and only the pure non
dual Vijnana shines forth in its eternal self-luminosity. Thus do 
these Buddhists proclaim the nature of die object {jneya), the 
subject (jhàna) and the Absolute {vijheya)? They say that the 
highly enlightened person who knows these three svabhàvas suc
cessively, becomes omniscient.4 In Agravàna (i.e. Mahàyana; here 
Vijnânavâda) four things have been explained which are called 
jneya, heya, pàkya and àpya. Of these four, except jneya or the 
knowable object, the other three are perceivable. Jneya or the 
object is purely imaginary (parikalpita) and so cannot be per
ceived. It is set aside by the mere knowledge of it (parijhàna). Heya 
means that which is to be abandoned, removed. It stands for

1. For example, see GK, I, 16; III, 32, 35, 38, 46, 47.
2. munibhir Vcdapäragaih. II, 35; Vedântdçu vichakçanaih. II, 31; sa munih, I, 29; 

mahâmunih, I, 22.
3. savastu sopalambham cha dvayam laukikam isyate I avastu sopalambham cha 

shuddham laukikam isyate II IV, 87. avastvanupalambham cha lokottaram iti 
smftam I jfteyam jnänam cha vijneyam sadà Buddhaih praklriitam II iV, 88.

4. GK. IV, 89.
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paratantra, i.e., conditioned or defiled vijnanas the flow of which 
constitutes this world of suffering (sanklesha). This defilement of 
vijnanas is to be removed (prahdna). Pakya means that which is 
to be matured through spiritual discipline. Paratantra is a mixture 
of avidya, and vijnana. Avidya or vdsand which defiles it has to be 
removed and its own nature as pure non-dual vijnana has to be 
matured or regained through spiritual discipline. Apya means that 
which is to be attained or realised. It is parinispanna Vijnana, 
pure, non-dual, eternal and self-shining, which is to be realised 
through immediate spiritual experience (prapti or saksatkara).

The Acharya has already criticised the distinction between 
parikalpita and paratantra as illogical and unwarranted as it leads 
to epistemic idealism and unnecessarily disturbs the empirical life. 
The object is not utterly unreal nor can it be set aside by merely 
knowing it. The parikalpita and the paratantra both are empirically 
real (samxrrti)} Here the Acharya points out that paratantra is only 
empirically real and the over-emphasis on its reality by Vijnanavada 
makes vijnana subject to momentariness, plurality and real cau
sation. Vijnana is always pure and non-dual and is not subject to 
real causation. Creativity belongs to avidya and not to Vijnana. 
The impurity and the purification of vijnana are valid empirically. 
The Acharya, therefore, observes: All phenomena, i.e., the indi
vidual subjects and objects, are, in essence, the Absolute itself. 
They are beginningless and by their very nature eternal and pure 
like the universal space. There is absolutely no plurality in them.2 
All individual subjects and objects are, by their very nature, the 
Absolute, the ever-enlightened. He who realises this attains im
mortality.3 All individual subjects and objects are, by their very 
nature, eternally peaceful, unborn and ever-liberated. They are 
non-diflerent from the Absolute which is eternal, ever-the-same, 
pure and fearless.4 Those who maintain plurality are prone to 
difference and those who always move in difference (whether they

1. See supra, pp. 153-58.
2. GK, IV, 91; vidyatc nahi nanatvam tc$am kvachana kinchana I
3. GK, IV, 92; so'mftatvaya kalpate.
4. adishanta hyanutpannah prakftyaiva sunirvftah I sarvc dharmah saraabhinna 

ajam samyam visharadam II GK, IV, 93.
Such descriptions are found in Madhyamika and in Vijnanavada works like 
Lankavatam-sutra; Mahdyana-sulrdlankdra and Madhydntavibhdga, cf., anutpanna- 
niruddhadishanlah prakrtinirvfiab (MSA, XI, 51) and adishanta hyanutpannah 
prakrtyaiva cha nirvftah (quoted in Mddhyamika-Vrtti, p. 225).
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are realists or epistemic idealists) cannot attain pristine purity and 
fearlessness. Their case is indeed pitiable.1 Whosoever (whether 
Vedântins, Buddhists or others) realise the Absolute, unborn and 
ever-the-same, they are the most enlightened; ordinary persons 
do not enter into the Absolute.2 The Absolute is non-dual con
sciousness unrelated to the subject or the object (asanga). Even 
the slightest difference results in relativity and as long as it persists 
the covering of avidyà cannot be removed.3 The Absolute is realised 
through immediate experience which transcends subject-object 
duality. The knowledge of the enlightened sage (Buddha) is not 
related to any object nor is any object related to it. And then the 
Àchàrya concludes: This has not been said by Buddha-naitad 
Buddhena bhasitam}

The above statement of Àchàrya Gaudapàda may be interpreted 
in three ways. It may mean:

(1) As the Absolute preached by Buddha is beyond thought 
and language, he preached through silence and not 
through words. The Buddhist texts mention this at many 
places.5

(2) Buddha preached spiritual Absolutism and not epistemic 
idealism. The momentariness and plurality of vijňánas 
and their subjection to real causation leading to epistemic 
idealism were the fabrication of Vijtiànavàdins and were 
not taught by Buddha.

(3) The spiritual Absolutism preached by Buddha has been 
taken by him from the Upanisads. It is not his original 
contribution. It is Vedanta.

1. vaishäradyam tu vai nästi bhede vicharatäm sadâ I bhedanimnäh prthag- 
vâdâstasmât te krpanäh smrtäh II GK, IV, 94.

2. GK, IV, 95. In Vedanta ätma is described as nityashuddha-buddha-mukta-svabhâva.
3. GK, IV, 96-7.
4. GK, IV, 99.
5. From the time Buddha got enlightenment till the time he obtained nirvana not 

a single word was spoken by him: Tathagatena ekamapyaksaram nodährtam.- 
-Tathägataguhyakasütra quoted in M. Vrtti on K. XX, 25. na kvachid kasyachit 
kashchit dharmo Buddhena dcshitah. MK, XX. 25 avachanam Buddhavachanam. 
Lankàvatara, pp. 142-3.
In V edanta trad ition  also, gurostu m aunam  vyäkhyänam shi$yäs tu 
chchhinnasamshayäh I
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All these three interpretations are justified.
The Acharya ends his Karika with a salutation to the Absolute 

which is unborn, eternal, non-dual, ever-the-same, free from dif
ference, pure and fearless, very deep and difficult to be realised.1

We thus see that Acharya Gaudapada's Karika is not only the 
first available systematic exposition of Advaita Vedanta, but also 
the first available work which brings out a correct relationship 
between Advaita Vedanta and Mahayana Buddhism.

1. GK, IV, 100; buddhva padam ananatvam namaskurmo yatha balam.





CHAPTER FIVE

Shankara-Vedanta

I. INTRODUCTION

Shahkaracharya is undoubtedly one of the greatest philosophers 
of the world and a realised saint. He is gifted with extra-ordinary 
intelligence, a deeply penetrating mind, critical insight, logical 
reasoning, philosophical analysis, religious purity, sublimity of 
renunciation and profound spirituality. His literary excellence 
makes him shine as a writer of exemplary Sanskrit prose and soul- 
inspiring philosophico-religious verses.

He was born in the eighth century1 at Kaladi in Kerala in a 
Nambudri Brahmana family and left his body in Kedaranatha in 
the Himalaya, at the young age of 32 years. During this short span 
of life he wrote his commentaries on the eleven principle 
Upanisads, on Gita, and his epoch-making monumental work, the 
Shdriraka-Bhasya on Brahma-sutra as well as a rich soul-inspiring 
stotra-literature. He travelled widely and established four famous 
Plthas, at Badarinatha (Joshi-matha) in the north, at Shriigeri in 
the south, at^Puri in the east and at Dvaraka in the west. His 
contribution to Indian philosophy and to Vedic religion and 
culture is unparalleled and almost super-human. He is treated as 
an incarnation of Lord Shiva. This uncompromising and staunch 
champion of knowledge dedicated his life to self-less service and 
devotion to God. His life itself is an ample proof that self-less 
service (niskama karma) and devotion (bhakti) may go well with 
spiritual Enlightenment (Jnana).

The credit of establishing Advaita Vedanta as a sound philo
sophical system goes to Shahkaracharya—the disciple of 
Govindapadacharya and the grand-disciple of Gaudapadacharya.

]. Some modem scholars opine that his flourit may be pushed up to 7th century. 
See, Pre-Shankara Advaita Philosophy by Dr. S.L. Pandey, chapter VII.
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“His philosophy”, says Dr. S. Radhakrishnan, “stands forth com
plete, needing neither a before nor an after... whether we agree 
or differ, the penetrating light of his mind never leaves us where 
we were.”1

Advaita Vedanta, associated with the name of the great 
Shankaracharya is rightly regarded as logically the most consistent 
and spiritually the most advanced philosophy of India. All schools 
of Vedanta claim to be based on the Upani§ads, but the claim is 
fully justified only in the case of Advaita Vedanta. Though the 
Upanisads are not logico-philosophical treatises in the strict sense 
of the term, yet undoubtedly they have been acclaimed as pre
dominantly philosophical and as such they do have a central phi
losophy of their own. Shankara has very clearly and logically proved 
that this central philosophy is Advaita. The teachers of other 
schools of Vedanta, mainly theistic, have fathered their respective 
views on the Upanisads to claim the sanction of the Revealed 
Text. One may or may not agree with Advaita; one may freely 
choose any other school of Vedanta or any other system of 
philosophy as more satisfactory; but one cannot logically deny 
that Shankara’s interpretation is the correct interpretation and 
that Advaita is the central teaching of the Upanisadic philosophy.

The Advaita Vedanta taught by Shankara is very old, though 
its final form is the result of his contribution. The advaita phi
losophy which originates in the Upanisads was developed, before 
Shankara, both within and outside the Vedic fold. References are 
found to the teachers of Vedanta who interpreted the Upanisads 
in the light of advaita, though their works are lost, and though 
the Karika of Gaudapada, the grand-teacher of Shankara, is the 
earliest available work on Advaita Vedanta. Outside the Vedic 
fold, Buddha himself had assimilated the absolutism of the 
Upanisads and his teaching was considerably elaborated in the 
Madhyamika and the Vijnanavada schools of Mahayana Buddhism.

In order to establish his Advaita system of Vedanta, Shankara 
had to accomplish the following objectives among others:

(1) He had to show that the systems of pluralistic realism, like 
Vaishesika, Nyaya and Sankhya, do not represent the philosophy 
of the Veda at all, though they pay homage to the authority of 
the Veda. Earlier Sankhya, which was perhaps theistic, claimed to

1. Indian Philosophy, Vol. II, pp. 446-7.
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be based on the Upanisads and is often criticised by Badarayana, 
the author of the Brahma-sutra, and Shankara takes it as the main 
opponent (pradhdna malla) of Vedanta and rejects its claim to 
represent the philosophy of Upanisads, though much of its phi
losophy, with or without modification, is absorbed by Vedanta.

(2) He had to reject the Mimamsa interpretation of the Veda. 
According to Mimamsa the import of the Vedic texts lies in the 
enjoining of action and therefore those texts which are not 
primarily concerned with action are said to be of secondary value 
and are to be interpreted as indirecdy leading to action. Shankara 
reverses this interpretation and points out, against Mimamsa, that 
the main aim of the Veda is to reveal the Real and therefore those 
texts (mainly the Upanisads) which deal with knowledge of Reality 
are primary, while the texts dealing \rith action are secondary as 
they are prescribed for the sole purpose of purification of the 
soul.

(3) He had also to reject the interpretation of the Upanisads 
and of the Brahma-sutra by certain com m entators like 
Bhartrprapancha who preceded him and who upheld the view of 
Brahma-parinama-vada according to which Brahma is really trans
formed into this world. As against this view, Shankara established 
Brahma-vivarta-vada or Mayavada as the correct interpretation of 
the Vedanta philosophy. Any non-advaitic view, which accepts, 
ultimate difference in any way, is not only inconsistent with the 
Vedanta texts, but is also illogical.

(4) He had to show that the conception of Nirguna Brahma, 
the indeterminate Real leads to spiritual absolutism and not to 
nihilism, because it negates only the determinations of Brahma 
and not Brahma itself.

(5) He had also to distinguish his transcendental idealism 
from the epistemic idealism of the Buddhist school ofVijnanavada 
and the subjective idealism of momentary ideas of its later for
mulation which we call Svatantra-Vijnanavada.

n . MAYA, AVIDYA OR ADHYASA

Advaita Vedanta of Shankara is also called Mayavada. It is the 
contention of some that the doctrine of Maya or avidyd is not 
found in the Upanisads and that it is borrowed by Shankara from 
Buddhism. Some have even gone to the extent of dubbing Shankara 
as a crypto-Buddhist (prachchhanna-bauddha) and Mayavada as false
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teaching (asat-shástra). We have shown before that this doctrine 
can be traced to the Rg-veda and that the Upanisads refer to it 
in clear and unmistakable terms and at many places1. We have also 
shown that it was considerably developed in Maháyána Buddhism. 
Its first systematic exposition in Vedanta is found in Gaudapada’s 
Kariká.2 Shañkara has developed it to its fullness and his followers 
have amplified its implications in their logical and scholastic 
subtleties.

Philosophy, for Shañkara, is not an intellectual game but a 
spiritual discipline culminating in the realisation of Reality. The 
relative importance of thought is admitted as a help to spiritual 
enlightenment. The list of four-fold qualification which Shañkara 
prescribes for a serious student of Vedanta runs as follows:

(1) ability to discriminate between the eternal and the ephem
eral (nityanitya-vastu-viveka); (2) a spirit of detachment from the 
enjoyment of the fruits of this world and the other world 
(ihdmutrartha-phala-bhoga-viraga)', (3) moral and spiritual discipline 
(sadhana-savipat); and (4) an intense longing for liberation 
{mumuksutva) .

Shañkara begins his celebrated Introduction to his commen
tary on the Brahmaputra with the posing of the basic philosophical 
problem and with an analysis of the nature of illusion empirical 
as well as transcendental. He says that the entire empirical life is 
based on a blending of two factors which are mutually incompat
ible. All empirical experience involves two elements—the subjec
tive and the objective. The subjective element is the spirit, the 
transcendent T  which is pure consciousness and the objective 
element is the ‘this,* the ‘non-I’, which is given as an ‘other’ and 
is known as an object by the subject. It is self-evident, says Shañkara3, 
that these two terms, the subject and the object, are absolutely 
opposed to each other like light and darkness. The basic problem 
for philosophy is to find out as to how these two incompatibles 
can be united in empirical experience. Logically, it is impossible 
to unite two absolute contradictories. There can be no union of 
light and darkness.4 But unless these two factors are somehow

1. see supra, pp. 123-4.
2. sec supra, pp. 126 ÍT.
3. Sháñraka-Bhá$ya> Introduction.
4. ibid: vi$aya-vi$ayinostamah-prakáshavad viruddha-svabhávayoritaretarabhává-

nupapatlih.
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related there can be no empirical experience. Now, that power 
which appears to perform this logically impossible feat is Maya or 
Avidyd, the transcendental Illusion. As there can be no real re
lation between the subject and the object, all relations must be 
traced to the categorising function of thought which is a priori and 
is due to this transcendental Illusion or avidyd. The true Subject 
and the Object both evade our grasp. Avidyd is the mother of this 
phenomenal world. We, as individuals, are the products of this 
Cosmic illusion and therefore we have no conscious control over 
it. It is quite natural for us, worldly people, to indulge uncon
sciously in this basic Illusion and to confuse between the subject 
and the object and between their respective attributes. All empiri
cal life which is natural for us is based on this comingling of truth 
and error, this coupling of the Real and the unreal.1 On account 
of this basic Illusion, a person forgets his own real nature as the 
Pure Self and identifies himself with external objects, with his 
wife, his children and friends, with his own body, with his senses, 
with his life, and with his mental states including thoughts, feel
ings and desires. This natural and beginningless confusion be
tween the Self and the not-seif, consisting in the false super
imposition of the one on the other and giving rise to the notion 
of the T  and the ‘mine* and the consequent notion of the agent 
and the enjoyer is a matter of direct experience for every one. 
This confusion goes on endlessly, giving rise to the cycle of birth 
and death, unless it is rooted out by the realisation of the true 
nature of tfib Self. It is for the removal of this transcendental 
Illusion, the root-cause of all suffering, and for the attainment of 
the immediate knowledge of the spiritual unity of the Self that 
the study of the Vedanta texts is undertaken.2

The nature of this transcendental Illusion can be explained 
with reference to the nature of empirical illusion, for the fact of 
being an illusion is common to both. Illusion is wrong knowledge. 
Its essence consists in super-imposition (adhydsa). Shankara gives 
three definitions of adhydsa or super-imposition, which are essentially 
the same. The first definition is: adhyasa is the appearance of

1. Ibi± mithyajnananimitiah satyanfte mithunikftya ‘ah ami dam, mamedam* iti 
naisargiko’yam loka-vyavaharah.

2. IbicL asya’natthahetoh prahanaya atmaikatvavidya-praupattaye sarve Vedanta 
&rabhyante.
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something, previously observed and now revived like a memory- 
image, in something else given now.1 The definition demands that 
there must be three things in error: (i) ‘something given now’ 
is the ground, present before us and real, on which some other 
thing is super-imposed; (ii) ‘something previously observed’ which 
in itself may or may not be real, but now is not before us and 
is therefore unreal in the sense of not-given, is the object 
superimposed due to its impression being unconsciously revived 
like a memory-image; and (iii) the fact of appearance itself which 
is terminated by subsequent right cognition of the ground. The 
second definition runs thus: adhydsa is the appearance of the 
attributes of something in something else.2 It means that error is 
an ‘illegitimate transference’ of the ‘what’ of something to the 
‘that* of something else. The third definition is: adhydsa is the 
(apparent) cognition of a thing in something else where infact 
it does not exist.5 This shows that error is wrong cognition or 
misapprehension due to super-imposition of something on 
something else. These three definitions are different ways of 
expressing the same thing and all imply the three factors mentioned 
above. Error is essentially the super-imposition of the unreal (not- 
given) on the real (given). It consists in the false relation in a 
judgement between two terms which belong to two different levels 
of being. Whatever views of error we may take, whatever definition 
of error we may offer, it will have to be admitted, says Shankara, 
that the essence of error lies in the misapprehension of something 
as something else, which misapprehension is due to the super
imposition of the unreal on the real.4

Shankara is not interested in the psycho-physical factors which 
may help in bringing about illusion. His enquiry is neither physi
cal nor psychological. It is metaphysical. Sharikara’s aim is to 
explain illusion in terms of experience and to point out its cog
nitive value and status.

Illusions may be perceptual or non-perceptual. Perceptual il
lusions, again, may be conditioned by some media (sopddhika) or 
may not be so conditioned (nirupadhika). The former include the

1. Ibid: smrtirupah paratra punadrsiavabhasah.
2. Ibid anyasya anyadharmavabh§sah.
3. Ibid aiasmin ladbuddhih.
4. Ibid sarvathapi anyasya anyadharmavabhasatam na vyabhicharati.
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optical illusions of reflection, like the reflected image in a mirror 
or water, and of refraction, like a straight stick appearing bent 
in water; colour-illusion; and illusion of size, distance, etc. These 
illusions are called ‘normal’, as they are shared by many percipients 
and continue to persist even after their falsity is known and lead 
to what is called ‘veridical perception’. The world-illusion is more 
like these. But a subjective factor is definitely involved in these 
and a person who knows their falsity is no more under illusion 
even though he may continue to see them in the same way. The 
latter type of illusions which are not conditioned by media are 
like the illusions of rope-snake, shell-silver, etc., and also include 
dream-objects and hallucinations. These vanish for good when 
their ground is known. The non-perceptual illusions include wrong 
opinions, beliefs, dogmas etc. which pretend to be true, but on 
critical enquiry are found to be false. These are more dangerous 
and include what Bacon has called Idola Tribus, Idola Theatri, Idola 
Specus and Idola Fori} An illusion, therefore, is wrong knowledge 
or belief which is due to the super-imposition of the unreal on 
the real and is set aside subsequently by knowledge of the real.

For realism the fact of illusion has always been a hard nut to 
crack. No form of realism whether Indian or Western has been 
able to satisfactorily explain illusion. Realism believes that the 
perceived content is entirely independent of the act of percep
tion. Knowledge merely represents; it does not construct. It can
not make orjjnmake things. The object is in no way affected by 
its knowledge; it gains or loses nothing by being known. Knowl
edge merely represents the given without affecting its nature. Now 
the problem is this: If knowledge never misrepresents its object, 
how can error at all arise? The Indian realists have made bold, 
but unconvincing, attempts to explain away illusion. Prabhakara 
whose view of error is known as akhyativada denies the logical 
possibility of error by explaining it away as partial truth. Accord
ing to him error is non-apprehension, and not misapprehension. 
Error is not a unitary cognition; it consists of two distinct cogni
tions having two distinct objective counterparts. Error lies in non
apprehension of the disdnction (bhedagraha) between these two 
cognitions and their respecdve objects. In the illusion of a rope-

1. These respectively mean dogmas of the tribe, of the religious sects, of the 
individual, and of the market-place arising due to language.
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snake, the rope is perceived as the ‘this* minus its ropeness, and 
the ‘snake’, perceived in the past and now revived in memory, is 
perceived urithout its ‘thatness’, and the distinction between the 
two is not apprehended. This view of error is entirely unconvincing. 
Error is not mere non-apprehension hut mis-apprehension. A 
subjective element is necessarily involved in error and cannot be 
brushed aside. The rope is misperceived as the snake. The ‘snake’ 
is actually presented to consciousness as an ‘object and not as a 
memory-image.’ Moreover, if the two cognidons appear in the 
mind, then their disdncdon too must be cognized. Another bold 
attempt to explain error away is made by the Naiyayika in his 
theory known as anyatha-khyati. He goes to the length of saying 
that the ‘snake* is perceived as an objective endty through an 
extra-ordinary percepdon called by him jhana-laksana-pratyaksa. 
This is, evidendy, an arbitrary assumpdon to save the face of 
realism. When pressed, he has to admit that error is mis-appre
hension and involves a subjective element, though its application 
is restricted by him only to a false relation. The rope and the 
snake are distinct reals; only their relation in a single judgement 
is false and this wrong relation between two unrelated reals 
constitutes error. The presented object (rope) is perceived elsewise 
(anyatha) and the represented object (snake) exists elsewhere 
(anyathd in the sense of anyatra). But the difficulty is not solved 
by this view of error. If the rope as such is presented to conscious
ness, its misperception as snake would be impossible; and if the 
‘snake’ is a memory-image, it could not have been presented as 
an ‘object.’ Further, if knowledge does not distort or construct, 
what accounts for the wrong relation between the presented and 
the represented objects? Realising this difficulty, Kumarila, in his 
theory known as vipanta-khydti, has given up his realism to this 
extent and has openly admitted the subjective element in error. 
Error is misapprehension and is due to a wrong synthesis of two 
imperfect cognitions, which though really unrelated, are welded 
together into a unitary cognition in error (viparita-graha). 
Rumania’s theory is a link between realism and idealism. He is 
an eminent predecessor of Shankara.

Shankara refers to these realistic theories of illusion and says 
that even these realistic accounts of error in order to be consistent 
have to accept willingly or unwillingly that error consists in super- 
imposition (adhyasa). Super-imposition, Shankara explains, is the



Shankara-Veddnta 173

identification (tdddtmya) of the unreal with the real (satyanrte 
mithumkrtyd). The illusory can confront us only by appearing as 
the real. This identification, again, is mutual (itaretara). Both the 
terms are involved in error. There can be no reladon without 
involving both the terms. But though this identification is mutual, 
there is a vital difference between the identification of the unreal 
with the real and the identification of the real with the unreal. 
The unreal is by its very nature false (svarupatah mithya). It cannot 
exist except as super-imposed on the real. And even here, it does 
not really exist, but merely appears to exist. When the illusion is 
set aside, we realise that the illusory object did not really exist 
even where it appeared to do so. As contrasted with the unreal 
in the case of the real only its relation with the unreal is false 
(samsargatah mithya). And, it is important to remember this iden
tification itself is also false (mithya). The fact of illusion itself, 
ultimately, turns out to be illusory. There can be no real relation 
between the unreal and the real. The two terms in illusion belong 
to two different levels of being and therefore no relation can 
subsist between them. It cannot be identity, for terms of different 
orders of existence cannot be identified. It cannot be difference, 
for, then the terms would not appear as related in the same 
judgement It cannot be identity and difference, for, this conception 
is self-contradictory and leads to the added difficulties of both the 
views of identity and of difference. The only and the unique 
relation, therefore, which can appear to subsist between the unreal 
and the real is called identification or tdddtmya, which is no real 
relation at all and suggests the impossibility of relating the unreal 
and the real. Relation cannot be more real than the terms related 
and if one of the terms is unreal their relation must also be 
unreal, like multiplication of any number by zero. Identification 
means that the unreal cannot appear xvithout the real and that it 
can present itself only by appearing as the real. The unreal is that 
which is contradicted, cancelled, sublated in experience (badhita); 
the real is that which can never be so contradicted (abddhita).

In Vedanta the illusory object, as Professor K.C. Bhattacharya 
rightly points out, is successively taken as real, then negated, and 
finally contemplated as unreal. He explains the nature of illusion 
as follows: In the first state, which is the state of illusion, the 
illusory object is taken as real for all practical purposes. In a ‘rope- 
snake’ illusion, the judgement This is a snake’ is one indivisible
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cognition of the same content. The identification of the ‘this* and 
the ‘snake* is so complete that no doubt can be raised about their 
separate existence. The second state is that of negation expressed 
in the judgement ‘This is not a snake* or ‘This is but a rope*. The 
‘this* is the link between the ‘snake* and the rope because in both 
the judgements ‘This is a snake* and ‘This is but a rope*, the ‘this’ 
refers to the same subject. The latter judgement negates the identity 
of the ‘snake* with the rope and consequently the super-imposi- 
tion of the unreal on the real is cancelled. Though the passage 
from the state of illusion to the state of cancellation involves 
temporal sequence, time is not a constitutive element in the content 
of illusion or its cancellation. Cancellation shows that the super
imposed object is false at all time—past, present and future. The 
unreal does not exist even in its ground and even during illusion 
where and when it appeared to do so.1 In the third and the final 
state, the illusory object is contemplated as false. It is realised as 
the indefinite and the indefinable. We can neither own nor dis
own it. It cannot be a subject or a predicate in any judgement 
It is not possible to find any place for it among the world-objects. 
Its existence exactly coincides with its perception. Its being is 
entirely exhausted in its appearance (pratibhasamatra-shanra) . It 
cannot be called real, as it is contradicted afterwards; it cannot 
be called unreal, for it appears during illusion. It is this character 
of being ‘neither real nor unreal* that constitutes its indefinite
ness and its indefinability (sadasad-anirvachaniya) . The Advaita 
theory of illusion is called anirvachariiya-khyati or the view that the 
illusory object can be characterised neither as real nor as unreal 
and is, therefore, false (mithyd).

The analysis of an empirical illusion reveals three factors. The 
first is the illusory object which is super-imposed (adhyasta), the 
‘snake* in the case of a rope-snake illusion. The second is the 
‘thisness* (idanta) of the rope, which appears as identified with 
the ‘snake* and supports (adhdra) the illusion. It is in this sense 
that the identification is mutual. The relation (samsarga or taddtmya) 
of the ‘this* with the ‘snake* is false. The third is the ‘rope’, which 
is the unrelated real, the ground (adhi$thdnd) of illusion, which 
indirecdy allows itself to be super-imposed upon, but which is not

1. pratipannopädhau traikàlikaniçedhapratiyogitvam mithyätvam, Advaitasiddhih.
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at all involved in illusion. Ignorance of it gives rise to illusion and 
its knowledge cancels illusion.

This analysis also shows that the cause which gives rise to and 
sustains illusion is nothing but ignorance of the real. Ignorance 
is the stuff illusions are made of. Ignorance (avidyd or ajndna) is 
not merely absence of knowledge, but also posidve wrong knowl
edge (bhdva rupa). And it is this posidve aspect of ignorance which 
contains the sdng of illusion. Ignorance, in its negadve aspect, 
acts as a screen (avarana) and covers the real which remains 
unperceived; and in its posidve aspect, it projects (viksepa) the 
unreal on the real so that the real is misperceived. Ignorance, 
therefore, is non-apprehension as well as mis-apprehension. As 
ignorance is usually taken to be mere absence of knowledge, 
Vedanta emphasises its posidve aspect (bhdva-rupa) in order to 
show that the essence of ignorance consists in super-imposidon 
resuldng in mis-apprehension. Ignorance as posidve is considered 
as power (shakti-rupa), because it produces and sustains illusion. 
This power is treated as beginningless (anddi), for the supposidon 
that one ignorance is due to another ignorance would lead to 
infinite regress. As it confronts consciousness as an ‘other*, it is 
essendally unconscious (jada). Again, ignorance cannot be defined 
either as real or as unreal (sadasadanirvachantya) . It is not real, 
for it is cancelled by right knowledge; it is not unreal, for it gives 
rise to and sustains appearance. Though it is beginningless and 
indefinite, it can be totally cancelled by knowledge of the real, 
its ground..Jt is removable by right knowledge (jnana-nirasya) .* Its 
locus (ashraya) and object (visaya) is Brahma which really is 
untouched by it.

Like knowledge, ignorance too implies a reference to the sub
ject and the object. The subject in whom ignorance resides 
(ashraya) is the person in illusion, and the object (visaya) to which 
it refers is the object misapprehended. It is the nature of igno
rance to conceal its object; it is the nature of knowledge to reveal 
the object.

As illusions cannot be treated as real effects, there cannot be 
real causadon. Hence, ignorance, the material cause of illusion 
is at once idendcal with its effects. The disdnction between cause 
and effect is apparent and ignorance and illusion are one and the

1. anadi bhavarupam yad vijft£nena villyate.
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same. Maya, avidyd, ajnana, adhyasa and bhrama are used as inter
changeable terms in Vedanta. As ignorance (avidyd) is 
beginningless, indefinite and indefinable, it necessarily presup
poses a beginningless and indefinable non-empirical conscious
ness (saksT) as its basis, to which this ignorance is ‘given’ imme
diately without any empirical psychosis (vrtti). As the illusory object 
cannot be perceived through any empirical psychosis, it must be 
direcdy presented to and illumined by this non-empirical con
sciousness. This consciousness (saksT), though appearing as asso
ciated with an individual is really the transcendental Self, the pure 
spiritual awareness, which is supra-relational and which illumines 
and reveals anything that is presented to it, real or unreal, known 
or unknown.1 Being above relations, it does not even know itself 
as a self-conscious subject, and as it does not accept or reject or 
relate anything, it is indifferent to ignorance. It is the empirical 
ego (jiva or pramdta) which relates and which, therefore, is hostile 
to ignorance. That this ignorance is positive and is illumined by 
the sakfi is also proved by the experience in deep sleep, when a 
person, after waking, says ‘I slept happily and knew nothing’; and 
also by such expressions as ‘I do not know what you mean’, ‘I do 
not know myself, etc.

This analysis of illusion also throws light on the nature and 
significance of negation. Negation, truly, is always a cancelladon 
of illusion. Only the unreal can be negated and that which is 
negated rqust be unreal. The real can never be negated. Negation 
cannot be absolute and unqualified; it is significant. But empiri
cally it stands on a higher level than affirmation. For, affirmation 
is just the posidon of a thing which may be real or apparent, while 
negauon is a conscious denial of the apparent reality of a thing 
mistaken as real. Affirmation of the truth of the Content to be 
negated is not a necessary condidon of negadon, otherwise every 
negauon would be self-contradictory and, then, the illusory object 
would not be negated. What is necessary is that the object to be 
negated should not be a blank. Ulumately, negadon itself is negated 
and this negadon of negation does not re-instate the object negated, 
but the ground on which negadon rests. Negadon is rooted in 
the real which is the negadon of that negadon and in itself is 
positive. Thus the rope-snake is negated, because it is an ascribed

1. sarvam vastu jnâtatayâ ajfiâtatayâ va sâk$i-chaitanyasya vi$aya eva.
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character, a super-imposition which does not belong to the real, 
the rope. And the negation of this negation does not re-instate 
the ‘snake’, but only the rope which is the ground of that nega
tion. The real can be realised only by negation of its imposed 
character.

Shankara accepts the view that all empirical knowledge implies 
a subject and points to an object. If there is no object there can 
be no knowledge. Shankara, in fact, adheres to this realistic prin
ciple more thoroughly than any realist. The realists, as we have 
shown above, try to modify or compromise with this principle in 
the case of illusion. For Shankara to accept die object in the case 
of true knowledge and to deny it, direcdy or indirecdy, in the case 
of illusory knowledge is self-contradictory. He accepts that there 
is an object even in illusion. The illusory ‘snake’ is seen out there. 
It is not a mere idea masquerading as an object. Shankara is 
vehemendy opposed to epistemic or subjective idealism. For him, 
to be perceived is to be, which is an inversion of the doctrine of esse 
est percipL The distinction between illusory and empirical knowl
edge is explained by him to be due to the difference in the 
character of the objects cognised in them, and not due to the 
absence or the presence of the objects in them. The illusory and 
the empirical are different types of objects and belong to different 
orders of being, but objectivity is common to both. Shankara 
asserts that to be an object is not to be ‘real’ (this is against 
realism) nor is it to be ‘nothing’ (this is against epistemic ideal
ism). Shahkara’s theory of illusion has the merit of being true to 
experience and of explaining illusion as it occurs, instead of 
explaining "it away as is done by other theories.

Shankara shows that the fact of an empirical illusion necessarily 
points to the transcendental Illusion. It is not merely an analogical 
extension of the empirical illusion. The empirical illusion reveals 
the transcendental Illusion as its very basis which it logically 
presupposes and of which it is a part and parcel. Hence, all the 
characteristics and implications of an empirical illusion shown 
above- equally apply to transcendental Illusion also. The only dif
ference between the two is that they belong to two different spheres 
of which the higher includes and also cancels the lower, but the 
lower merely points to the higher. An empirical illusion is an 
ordinary illusion experienced by an individual in this empirical 
life and also by others at different times and in different ways so
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that its occasional occurrence is taken as almost ‘normal* (in the 
sense that a person who mistakes a rope for a snake or who 
dreams something strange is not treated as abnormal) and which 
is cancelled, later on, by empirical knowledge of facts. Those 
empirical illusions which are conditioned by some stable media 
and lead to verdical perception are called ‘normal’ as they are 
shared by many percipients and continue to persist even after 
their falsity is known. These too are cancelled by knowledge in the 
sense that the percipients who have realised their truth are not 
deluded by them, inspite of their occurrence in the same way. The 
Cosmic or Transcendental Illusion, on the other hand, does not 
occur within our empirical experience, but lies at the very root 
of it. It is not individual and empirical. It is neither realised as 
an illusion nor cancelled within empirical experience.Tt belongs 
to a higher order and operates on a higher level as it is cosmic 
or transcendental. Just as an empirical illusion can be cancelled 
by empiiical knowledge, similarly it is quite logical to suppose that 
the transcendental Illusion can be cancelled only by transcenden
tal Knowledge.

The main work of Maya, or Avidyd is to give rise to the categorising 
function of the mind and consequently to the falsification of the 
Real. All our empirical knowledge, based on the subject-object 
duality, is, infact, avidyd or Ignorance. Thought cannot reveal 
Reality; it necessarily distorts it. The sole Reality is Brahma or 
Atmd, the Pure Self which is immediate non-dual Experience, 
where the subject and the object are one, where being and knowing 
completely coincide. The ground of the subject and the object 
is identical. The same Brahma appears as the individual self as 
well as the objective world. The true Subject and the true Object 
evade our grasp; what we know is the false subject and the false 
object, as presented to us by the a priori categorising function of 
thought. They are our thought-constructs. Brahma itself is the 
transcendental Subject and the transcendental Object; it is the 
reality underlying both. Avidyd may be called transcendental 
subjectivity as well as transcendental objectivity. As the a priori 
categorising function of thought, it is transcendental subjectivity; 
as the primary notion of ‘objectivity’ confronting the Subject as 
the ‘other*, as well as the stuff of which the categorised content 
is made, it is transcendental objectivity. Transcendental subjectiv
ity implies subject-object duality. It works with both analysis and
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synthesis. It takes up reality and cuts it up, as it were, into subject 
and object, then it tries to restore the original unity in self- 
consciousness but gives only a false unity for the gulf between 
subject and object remains unbridged in thought.

Vedanta distinguishes three levels of being. Pure Being or the 
ultimate Reality is Brahma. It is beyond our empirical experience, 
beyond senses, thought and language, as the foundational reality 
of all. It is paramartha, the absolutely Real. Next comes our empirical 
world, valid for senses, thought and language, valipl for all em
pirical experience, but not real in itself. It is the sphere of ‘be
coming’ or ‘appearance’, of space-time-causation, ruled by thought. 
This phenomenal world is vyavahara. It can neither be justified 
nor questioned by thought. Being appears in it in various degrees 
and that constitutes its reality. ‘Being’ is not only transcendent to 
‘appearance*, but also immanent in it in varying degrees. Brahma 
is the reality of this world; its phenomenal character is a super
imposition on Brahma and is therefore false. On the third level, 
stand empirical illusion, dreams, etc., which are taken as ‘real’ as 
long as they last and then rejected as ‘unreal’ when their ground- 
reality is realised. This is the level of the illusory called pratibhasa. 
The illusory and the empirical both are indefinite and are, infact, 
‘unreal’ mistaken as ‘real’. The illusory cannot be set aside as a 
mere ‘nothing’ for it confronts us as an object of knowledge 
during illusion and is mistaken by us as such. It is taken as real 
as long as it appears. The illusory and the empirical are different 
•types of objects and belong to different orders of being, but 
objectivity is common to both. Both are indefinite and indefin
able either as real or unreal. They cannot be labelled under any 
category of thought. They are not ‘real’, for they are contradicted 
later on when their ground-reality is known. They are not ‘un
real*, for they do appear in knowledge as ‘real* and are taken as 
such during illusion. They are not ‘both real and unreal’, for this 
conception is self-contradictory. The indefiniteness or the char
acter of being neither real nor unreal nor both is common to 
both the illusory and the empirical and reveals their falsity 
(mithydtva). Each is taken as real within its sphere and turns out 
to be unreal from a higher order. The rope-snake is real during 
illusion and is set aside when the rope is known. The dream-snake 
is real during dream and is set aside when the dreamer awakes^ 
Similarly, this world is real as long as we view it through senses



180 The Advaita Tradition in Indian Philosophy

and thought and is realised as unreal when Brahma is known. In 
contrast to these three levels of being, the ‘non-being* stands as 
the ‘utterly unreal’, the tuchchhat as a pseudo-concept like a barren 
woman’s son or a sky-flower, which cannot even appear as an 
object in knowledge at any time. Even the indefinite 
(aniruachaniya) , i.e., the illusory and the empirical, treated as false 
(mithya) has, like the utterly unreal (tuchchha), no ‘being’ at any 
time. Yet, the significant distinction between the indefinite and 
the utterly unreal is that while the former appears in our knowl
edge as ‘real* (sattvena pratiyamdnatvam) and is mistaken by us to 
be ‘real’ until it is set aside as unreal by the sublating knowledge 
of its ground, the latter has no power even to appear as ‘real’ 
{sattvena pradtyanarhatvam) . The indefinite confronts us by ap
pearing in the garb of the real, though its pretension .to reality 
is later on discovered and discarded, the utterly unreal lacks this 
power of appearance and has no pretension to reality. It is due 
to this important distincdon that the indefinite is accorded a place 
under ‘degrees of reality,’while the pseudo-concept is relegated 
to the sphere of ‘non-being’. The illusory is a projection of Ig
norance. It is taken as ‘real’ as long as it appears; it is rejected 
as ‘unreal’ when its ground is known; and it is realised as ‘inde
finable either as real or as unreal or as both’ when the question 
of determining its metaphysical status is taken up. Similarly, this 
empirical world is taken as real {vdstavi) for all practical purposes 
when experienced through sense-organs and thought-forrhs; when 
philosophically analysed it turns out to be indefinable either as 
real or as unreal or as both (aniruachaniya) and is, therefore, 
treated as false; and when Brahma, its ground-reality, is realised 
through immediate spiritual experience (generated by the 
mahavakya of the shruti), it is realised as totally unreal (tuchchha)l.

Brahma is aniruachaniya in the sense of being beyond thought 
and language) being trans-empirical. The indefinite, the illusory 
as well as the empirical, is aniruachaniya in the sense that it cannot 
be logically defined by any category of thought. Even the utterly 
unreal may be called ‘anirvachaniya* in the sense that as a pseudo
concept it is below definition and description. Vedanta, thus, is 
truly a philosophy of indefinability, anirvachariiyata-darshana. The

1. tuchchhâ’nirvachanïyâ cha vàstavî chetyasau tridhà I jneyâ mâyâ tribhir bodhaib 
shrauta-yauktika-laukikaih II Paftchadashl.
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indefinability of Brahma proves its reality; the indefinability of the 
world proves its falsity; and the indefinability of the pseudo-con
cept proves its utter unreality.

The questions like: Why should avidyd at all arise? How does 
it condidon Brahma? How does it project this world? are quesdons 
which thought necessarily raises, but which it cannot solve. These 
questions are insoluble by thought, because thought itself is a 
product of axndycL The nature of avidyd can be known only when 
its ground-reality Brahma is realised and then there would be no 
avidyd demanding any explanation.

Some critics have often failed to understand the significance 
of avidyd or mayd and have, therefore, charged Shankara with 
explaining the world away. Shankara himself has raised such ob
jections as purvapaksa and has answered them. It is surprising that 
most of the critics have not considered his answers. They say: If 
the world is unreal, unreal means like Vedanta texts cannot lead 
unreal personalities to attain real liberation; if the world is real, 
it cannot be mayd,1 A philosophy which has nothing better to say 
than that unreal personalities are unreally striving in an unreal 
world through unreal means to attain an unreal end, is itself 
unreal. Verily, one bitten by a rope-snake does not die nor can 
one use mirage-water for drinking or bathing.2 The Acharya re
plies that such objections are based on a confusion between the 
empirical (vyavahdra) and the transcendental (paramartha). The 
opponent is hopelessly confusing the empirical with the transcen
dental, even as he is confusing the illusory with the empirical. The 
falsity of the illusory can be realised only when empirical knowl
edge is attained. The ‘rope-snake’ generates fear and an attempt 
to avoid or kill it and is realised as illusory only when the rope 
is known. The dream-water quenches dream-thrist. The roaring 
of a dream-tiger generates fear. Dream-objects can be discarded 
as false only when the dreamer gets awake. Similarly, the unreality 
of this empirical world can be realised only when the Absolute 
is attained. The Acharya says: We have repeatedly asserted 
(asakrdavochdma) that as long as the transcendental unity of the

1. Shankara-Bhd$ya, II-1-14, katham tvasatyena. Vedantavakyc’na satyasya 
Brahmatmatvasya pratipattir upapadyeta?

2. Ibid., na hi rajjusarpena dasjo mriyate, napi m rgatr$nikarabhasa 
panavagahanadiprayojanam kriyate.
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self with Brahma is not realised, the entire world must be taken 
to be true.1 As long as this knowledge of unity does not dawn, 
all secular and religious practices stand as real.2 Before Brahma- 
realisation, the world cannot be condemned as unreal. Thought 
reigns supreme in the empirical realm and its authority cannot 
be questioned here, otherwise the entire empirical life would be 
exploded5. It is only when the unity with Brahma is attained, the 
Vedanta declares the world to be unreal. This transcendental 
knowledge cannot be dismissed as subjective or imaginary, for it 
is directly experienced as unity with the Real, and it results in the 
total cancellation of avidyd along with its products, and itself cannot 
be contradicted by any other knowledge4.

From the above it is clear that Shankara is emphatic on pre
serving the empirical validity of the world. Far from taking away 
the reality of this world, Shankara grants some reality, during 
appearance, even to the illusory objects which according to his 
opponents are unreal. The words ‘real* and ‘unreal* are used in 
Vedanta in their absolute sense. ‘Real* means real for all time and 
Brahma alone is real in this sense. Similarly, ‘unreal* means utterly 
unreal like a sky-flower, which this world is not. The world is 
‘neither real nor unreal’ and this brings out the indefinable and 
self-contradictory nature of the world. It has empirical validity, but 
not ultimate reality. When the ‘reality* which is denied to this 
world means ‘reality for all time,* the ‘ unreality’ which is attributed 
to it means ‘ non-etemality'. Who can say that the world is not 
‘unreal’ if ‘unreal* means ‘temporal*? It is true for all practical 
purposes. It will be sublated only when knowledge dawns and not 
before. This should make us humbly strive after true knowledge 
rather than engage ourselves in futile quarrels. Acharya Shankara’s 
intention is perfectly clear—none can condemn this world as unreal; 
he who does it is not qualified to do so and he who is qualified 
to do so, will not do so, for he would have risen above language 
and finite thought. Nobody can make the unreal real or transform 
the real into unreal. The world is what it is, neither more nor less.

1. s a rv a v y a v a h ä r ä n ä m e v a  p r ä g  B r a h m ä t m a t ä v i j f t ä n ä t  s a t y a i v o p a p a t t e h  
svapnavyavahärasycva p rä k  p ra b o d h ä t.  Ibid.

2. präg Brahmätmatäpratibodhät upapannah sarvo laukiko vaidikashcha vyavahärah. 
Ibid.

3. Ibid. II-l-ll.
4. Ibid. IT-1-14 a v id y än iv fU ip h a lad a rsh an ä t b h ä d h a k a - jn ä n ä n ta rä b h ä v ä t  c h a .
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Its reality is Brahma which is its underlying ground; its unreality 
consists in its ascribed characters which are superimposed on 
Brahma. When Brahma is realised superimposition is rejected and 
the ground is reinstated. The Real is ever what it is. It is only 
amdya that appears and aviiyd that vanishes.

We have given a detailed exposition of amdya as it is the root- 
cause of all suffering and its annihilation results in the realisation 
of eternal and ineffable bliss.

HI. VIVARTAVADA

Sharikara's view of causation is known as vartavada, the view that 
the effect is an appearance of the cause. It is opposed to the view 
of ojai-karyavada or arambhavada (upheld by Nyaya-Vaishe§ika) 
according to which the effect is a new creation and is not con
tained in its cause and the relation between cause and effect is 
that of difference. It is also opposed to the view of parinamdvdda 
(upheld by Sarikhya and later on by Ramanuja and treated as a 
form of satkaryavada) according to which the effect is a real modi
fication or transformation of its cause which continues into the 
effect and the relation between the two is that of substantial identity. 
Shankara criticises both these views and shows that the relation 
between cause and effect can be neither that of identity nor that 
of difference. Causation is a category of thought and therefore 
an appearance, not reality. As change, difference, objectivity are 
due to transcendental illusion or amdya, the cause cannot un
dergo real 'modification and the effect can be treated as its ap
pearance only. There can be no real creation. Vivartavada is a 
denial of real causation and, at the same time, an affirmation of 
its empirical validity. Shankara emphasises the fact that the cre- 
ation-texts (srti-shruti) of the Upani§ads do not preach the ulti
mate reality of creation, for there are many other texts which 
clearly deny the reality of creation and censure all duality and 
plurality in unmistakable terms tracing it to transcendental Illusion, 
and propound the essential unity of the self with Brahma or pure 
eternal Atmd.* Creation is valid only for empirical life2. The texts 
declare the reality of the cause alone and treat all effects as ap

1. na cheyam paramarthavi$aya srp-shrutih—S.B., II-1-33. 
For advaita-shruti, see supra, pp. 132-3.

2. lokavyavahara-dnty* bhavatu—S.B., II-1-33.
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pearance of the cause which are ultimately false. The effect is 
declared to be a mere name (ndmadheyam), a mere verbal 
expression (vdchdrambhanam), only an appearance (vffaira) which 
is dismissed as finally false, and the cause alone, which is the 
ground of appearance, is admitted as real.1

It is important to note here that the philosophical terms, 
parinâma, vikdra and vivarta, acquired their present connotation 
only in the post-Sharikara period. Henceforth, parinâma and vikdra 
are used as synonyms in the sense of real change or real modi
fication (satattvato'nyathd pratha) and vivarta is used in the sense 
of unreal change or appearance (atattvato'nyathd pratha) and 
parinàmavàda and vivartavàda are used to signify two distinct theo
ries of causation. In pre-Sharikara Advaita Vedanta and even by 
Shankara himself the term 'vivarta' is not specifically used for the 
appearance theory. Gaudapàda uses the terms mdyd, avidyd and 
ajdti and Shankara himself uses the terms mdyd, avidyd, ajhdna and 
adhydsa for appearance.

It must be remembered that in the pre-Sharikara period and 
by Shankara himself, the terms vikdra, parinâma and vivarta are 
treated as synonyms and are used in the general sense of ‘change* 
{anyathdbhdva). Similarly, the verbs vikriyate, parinamate and 
vivartate are used as inter-changeable to mean‘causal change*. It 
has to be found out from the context and from the intendon of 
the writer or the spirit of the system whether this change is meant 
to be real modification or mere appearance. For example, 
Vasubandfcu (5th century) uses die term parinâma in the sense 
of vivarta and gives the simile of water and waves ( Trimshika, K.1 
& 15) Shantarak§ita (8th century)uses parinâma and vivarta as 
synonyms (Tattua-sangraha, K. 328-9). Even Shahkaràchàrya uses 
the verb ‘vivartate* alongwith the term ‘vikdra* for the real 
modification undergone by Sànkhya Prakrti.2 So, if the Upaniçad 
texts use the word ‘vikdra* (for example, the Chhândogya text, VI- 
1-4, cited above) it does not mean that they preach real modifi
cation.

1. vacharambhanam vikaro namadheyam mfttika ityeva satyam—Chhandogya Up., 
VI-1-4
vacharam bhanashabdcna vikarajatasya anrtattvabhidh&n&t—S.B., II-1-14 
mjrttikctycva satyam iti prakrtimairasya satyatvavadharan&t.—Ibid,
The word ‘vikara’ is used here in the sense of vivarta or appearance.

2. Pradhanam mfd vad... vikaratmana vivartate—S.B., II-2-1.
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IV. ÁTMÁ OR BRAHMA

Ultímate Reality, according to Shañkara, is Átmá or Brahma. It 
is pure' Consciousness (jnana-svarupa) or Consciousness of the 
pure Self (svampa-jnana). Átmá here does not mean the individual 
self (jivátmá), which is an appearance generated by maya, though 
ultimately thejiva shorn of its limitation is Brahma itself. It stands 
for the Absolute, the foundational Self which is eternally self- 
shining and self-proved. Brahma means the Infinite, the inner
most being of the individual selves as well as of the objective 
world. The Real is as certain as the self and as infinite as universal 
nature. It manifests itself as the subject as well as the object and 
transcends them both. Átmá and Brahma are one and the same. 
‘This Self is really the Absolute* (ayam átmá brahma); T hat thou 
art* (tat tvam asi)\ ‘I am Brahma* (aham brahmdsmi)\ and ‘All this 
is verily Brahma* (sarvam khalu idam brahma) are the great sayings 
(mahá-vákya) of the Upanisads.

Brahma manifests itself in two forms which infact are its two 
poises; in itself it is unqualified (nirvishesa) , indeterminate 
(nirguna), transcendent or acosmic (nisprapaficha) and indefinable 
(aniruachaniya), but associated with its own power Máyá it ap
pears as qualified (saxnshesa), determinate (saguna), immanent or 
cosmic (saprapañcha) and Lord (Ishvara) of this universe, its creator, 
preserver and destroyer and its inner controller. It should be 
remembered that the acosmic view neither denies nor opposes 
the cosmic view; on the other hand it includes and transcends it. 
This distinction is at the root of the celebrated distinction made 
by Shañkara between God and the Absolute. God, the creative 
self-Consciousness or Knowledge-Wili, the causal principle mani
festing Himself as the creator, protector and destroyer of this 
universe as well as die immanent self (antaryámí) running through 
and controlling the universe from within is the lower Brahma 
(apara Brahma), while the Absolute, the transcendent in itself, 
independent of and unrelated to creation is the Supreme Real 
(para Brahma). These are the two phases or poises of the same 
Real. They appear two to our mental view; infact they are one. 
This has been explained by the Upanisadic sage Yajñavalkya, who 
shines forth as the first exponent of Absolutism in the world, in 
his answers to the questions of UddálakaÁruni and of the learned 
lady Gargi at* the court of King Janaka, and in another context
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in his teaching to his wife MaitreyT.1
Shankara makes a distinction between ‘description’ (tatastha 

laksana) and ‘definition* (svarupa laksana) of a thing. The former 
gives only the accidental qualities or modes of a thing, while the 
latter reveals its essential nature. Brahmaputra (1-1-2) says that 
Brahma is the cause of the creation, preservation and dissolution 
of this universe. Shankara explains that this is merely a descrip
tion of Brahma and is not its definition proper. Being the cause 
of this universe consisting of individual selves and external objects 
is an accidental quality of Brahma and not its essential nature. 
Causality is a category of thought which has empirical validity but 
not final reality. It cannot be really attributed to Brahma. Cre
ation is apparant, not real. The Acharya points out that sas the 
Brahma-sutras are based on the Upanisads, the above sutra refers 
to the text, of the Taittiriya Upanisad2 which says that Brahma is 
the cause from which the entire universe arises, by which it is 
sustained and into which it merges again. The Acharya explains 
this text as follows: This text gives a description (tatastha-laksana) 
of conditioned (apard) Brahma or Ishwara who is the creator, 
preserver and destroyer and the inner controller of this universe. 
He is the material cause (upddana karana) as well as the efficient 
cause (nimitta karana) of this universe. There can be no other 
cause except 0/Mzra-Brahma or ishvara who is the omnipotent, 
omnipresent and omniscient Lord. Para-Brahma, the uncondi
tioned and impersonal Absolute, through its power Maya, appears 
as conditioned and personal and it is to this personal God that 
causal agency is attributed. And this causal agency is treated as 
an accidental quality of the Lord. The Taittiriya Upanisad further 
gives the essential definition (svarupa laksana) of Brahma that 
‘Brahma is Bliss or dnandaand clearly says that it is certainly from 
Ananda itself that this entire universe arises, by which it is sus
tained and into which it merges again.3 Brahma is called the cause 
of the world because without Brahma the world would not even 
appear. It is the cause in the sense of being the ground-reality 
(adhisthana) on which this world-appearance is super-imposed. 
The cosmic Brahma or Ishvara is also the immanent inner 
controller (antaryami) of this universe of individual selves and

1. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad; III, 7, III, 8, IV, 3, IV, 5. See supra, pp. 122-3.
2. III-l, yato va imani bhutani jayante, etc.
3. III-6, anandat hi eva khalu imani bhutani jayante, etc.



Shankara^Veddnta 187

objective world. The acosmic Brahma is the non-dual eternal 
Absolute, the transcendental Self, self-luminous and self-proved 
which is beyond space, time and causation. It must be remem
bered that the distinction between the lower and the higher Brahma 
is the distinction in thought and not in reality; in fact they are 
one.

Brahma is defined in the Upanisads as pure Being (sat), the 
eternal unchanging reality, pure Consciousness (Chit), the unde
niable Self and pure Bliss (dnanda), which is eternal and unmixed 
and beyond empirical pleasure and pain, all in one. These are 
not three, but one. And these are not qualities, nor essential 
attributes, nor even aspects or phases of Brahma, but the very 
nature of Brahma or rather Brahma itself. ‘Brahma is Being, 
Consciousness and Infinitude’ (satyam jnanam anantam Brahma) ! 
Here ‘Infinitude’ (anantam) means ‘Bliss’ (dnandam) because, as 
the Upanisads say, ‘the Infinite alone is Bliss, for there is no joy 
in the finite’.2 ‘Brahma is pure Consciousness and Bliss* (vijndnam 
dnandam Brahma)*. Or simply, ‘Brahma is Bliss’ (dnandam Brahma)4 
because Bliss includes Consciousness and Being, as only a con
scious being can enjoy bliss. It should, however, be remembered 
that Brahma is not a self-conscious person enjoying its own bliss, 
but Bliss itself. The self is not a synthesis of the subject and the 
object, for such synthesis is logically impossible. The unity of the 
self is not abstract identity or the empirical category of unity. It 
is transcendental and real, but not synthetic as is supposed by 
Kant and Hegal in order to made it ‘concrete’. Vedanta admits 
that the notion of the self as the unity of the subject and the object 
is necessary for empirical life and may be taken as the highest 
synthesis available in thought, yet, inspite of all this, it is not real 
in itself. The identification of the subject and the object is a result 
of avidyd, though it is the presupposition of all empirical life. The 
transcendental unity of the self is beyond thought and can be 
realised only in immediate spiritual experience.

But even the definition of Brahma as pure Being-Consciousness- 
Bliss (sat-chit-anajida), though the best positive definition, is not

1. Taittiriya, II-l.
2. Chhandogya, VII-23-1.
3. Bfhadaranyaka, III-11-28.
4. Taittiriya, III-6.
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final, for Brahma is really indefinable as it is transcendent to 
senses, thought and language. Hence, the best definition of Brahma 
is via negativa, ‘not this, not this* (neti net!) which reveals Brahma 
as indefinable. But in fact it is no definition, for ‘negative definition’ 
is nothing but ‘negation of definition*. It is the awareness of thought 
of its inability to define Brahma through its concepts and categories.
‘Neti net! does not negate Brahma; it negates only the characteristics 
ascribed by thought to Brahma. By negating all descriptions of 
Brahma, it reveals Brahma as the underlying reality beyond senses, 
thought and language. There can be no better way of describing 
the indescribable than this negative method.1 As negation points 
to the positive reality as its background, the Absolute is not negated 
or reduced to a blank. Brahma is not ‘unknowable’ nor ‘as good 
as zero* simply because it cannot be presented and known as an 
‘object’ of thought, because as the foundation of all knowledge 
it is always present as the undeniable and self-shining Self which 
can be realised through immediate spiritual experience. ‘This is 
the Imperishable which the knowers of Brahma describe negatively 
through ‘neti neti*.2 And lest this negative description be 
misunderstood as the denial of reality, Yajnavalkya hastens to add: 
‘Verily, the Imperishable, O Gargi, is unseen but is the seer . .. 
is unknown but is the knower.5 In another context, Yajnavalkya 
says: ‘How can the knower by whom all this is known himself be 
known?. . .4 The Self is ‘not this, not this*. The realisation (of 
the foundational Self), verily, is immortality.’ Shankaracharya says 
that Brahma is ‘unknowable* only for those who are ignorant of 
the Vedanta tradition. Brahma is realised through immediate 
spiritual experience. The knowledge of Brahma culminates in 
immediate experience. The Self, ultimately, is Silence (upashdnto* 
-yamatma). This silence is neither the silence of the fool nor of 
the dead; it is the silence of the wisest of the wise, the realised 
saint. It is said Tor Shankaracharya (and also for Buddha) that he 
taught finally through silence and the doubts of the disciples were 
automatically resolved.

1. Shänkara-Bhäsya, III,-2, 22
2. Brhadâranyaka, III-8-8.
3. Ibid., Ill-ft-ll.
4. IM ,  II-4-I3.
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V. ISHVARA, JIVA AND SAKSI

The ultimate reality for Vedanta is the non-dual, uncondidoned, 
indeterminate and highest Brahma which is transcendent to senses, 
thought and language and is the non-dual eternal Self which is 
self-shining as Immediate Experience-Bliss and self-proved as the 
undeniable foundadon of all knowledge, of all asseruons, denials 
and doubts. This pure, non-dual, eternal and unconditioned 
Consciousness (shuddfta chaitanya) called Brahma or Alma, through 
its own power Maya or Avidyd, appears as conditioned and 
determinate and is then ‘called lower Brahma or Ishvara. The 
same pure Consciousness appearing as limited by the internal 
organ (antahkarana) , which is objective and physical and is a 
product of avidyd is called individual self or jiva. The jiva is a 
subject-object complex. It is jnata or pramdtd. It knows, feels and 
wills and is an object of self-consciousness. It is also an agent 
(kartd) and enjoyer (bhoktd). Its subject-element is pure 
consciousness and is called sdkji, while its object-element is the 
antahkarana, the internal organ. Sdksi is, like Brahma, pure 
Consciousness, self-luminous ancl self-proved, unqualified, 
indeterminate and unknowable as an object, but, unlike Brahma, 
it appears in association with the upadhi (upahita) of avidyd or 
antahkarana as a witness or a disinterested looker-on illuminating 
itself and everything presented to it as an object

Brahma is the transcendent ground-reality (adhisthdna) on 
which, through maya or avidyd which is the transcendental Illu
sion, ishvara, jiva and jagat (objective world) are super-imposed, 
and when this avidyd is dispelled by non-dual experience of the 
Self, all these vanish leaving only the non-dual Brahma. God, 
individual selves and the objective world are appearances of 
Brahma. These are non-different from Brahma. They appear when 
avidyd arises and vanish when avidyd is dispelled.

Ishvara or God is the personal aspect of impersonal Brahma. 
|\s saguna Brahma, He is the abode of all good qualities 
(ashesakalyana-giiiia-sampanna). He is the Perfect Personality. He 
is the material (npdddna) as well as the efficient (nimitta) cause 
of this universe, consisting of individual selves and the objective 
world. He is the creator, preserver and destroyer of this universe. 
He is immanent in the entire universe which He controls from 
within. He is the soul (atma) of souls (jivas) as well as the soul 
of this objective world. As the immanent inner ruler of this uni
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verse, He is called Antarydmi. He is also transcendental, for in His 
own nature, He transcends this universe. He is in the universe and 
the universe is in Him, yet He is not limited by the universe. He 
is Will-Consciousness, the self-conscious Supreme Individual or 
the Concrete Universal. He is the Giver and the Governor of the 
moral order. He is the inspirer of moral and spiritual life. He is 
the object of devotion. He helps the devotees in their spiritual 
realisation by showering His Grace (anugraha) on them. He sus
tains the bondage of the souls through withdrawal (nigraha) of 
His Grace. He is the Lord of Maya and the ‘covering power* 
(avarana shakli) of Maya cannot operate on Him and does not 
conceal His nature; He controls the ‘projecting power* (viksepa 
shakti) of Maya through which He appears as the individual selves 
and the objective world. He never misses His essential identity 
with Brahma. He is Being-Consciousness-Bliss all in ond' (sat-chit- 
dnanda). God is God only for the individual selves and for them 
He is all in all. Finite thought can never grasp the indeterminate 
Brahma and therefore all talks about Brahma really refer to Ishvara. 
It is utterly incorrect to say that in Vedanta God is treated as 
insignificant and unreal. God is, for Vedanta, the highest appear
ance which we have, but this highest appearance is the highest 
workable reality for us. The phenomenal character of God is 
realised when Brahma is directly experienced and then there is 
neither God nor soul nor world. As Ishvara is essentially identical 
with Brahma, Brahma-realisation is also the realisation of the 
essential nature of Ishvara. In fact, jiva also is essentially identical 
with Brahma (jivo Brahmaiva naparah), for its objective compo
nent comes from avidyd. The subject-element in jiva is saksi which 
is pure Consciousness and is identical with Brahma. Hence Ishvara, 
saksi and jiva are in fact non-different from Brahma; their differ
ence is due to their association with Maya or Avidyd in different 
degrees and this association, too, is finally unreal as the fact of 
illusion is also illusory. So, if a person in phenomenal life de
mands a reality higher than God that person does not know what 
he or she is seeking.

Acharya Shankara makes it clear that Ishvara is proved only by 
shruti or scripture and not by finite thought or inference 
(anumdna) \  In Western philosophy, Kant has rejected the proofs

1. Shäriraka-Bhäfya, 1-1-2.
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for the existence of God offered by Descartes. Shankara has 
criticised the proofs given by Nyaya for the existence of God. The 
cosmological proof can give only a finite creator, who is no creator 
at all. The teleological proof can only point to the fact that a 
conscious principle is working at the root of creation. The on
tological proof can give only an idea of God and not a real God. 
The Acharya has also made it clear that creation is apparent, not 
real and that God is not a real creator.

Jtva or the individual self or the empirical ego is Brahma or 
pure eternal consciousness itself appearing as limited by the in
ternal organ (antahkarandvachchhinna chaitanya), which is a physi
cal product of avidyd and is associated with a psycho-physical or
ganism constituted by senses (indriya), life-organs (prana) and 
organic body (deha or sharira). It is a subject-object complex. Its 
subject-element is the pure eternal consciousness appearing in 
association with the upddhi of internal organ (antahkaranapahita 
chaitanya) called the saksi, while its object-element is the antahkarana 
which is a product of avidyd. The antahkarana is the physical 
receptacle of thinking (bnddhi), feeling (manas) and willing 
(aharikara) and in association with the saksi which illuminates it, 
this complex is the jiva who thinks, feels and wills. Jiva is the 
empirical knower (pramdta), the doer of all actions (karta), the 
enjoyer of the fruits (bhoktd), endowed with the notion of the T  
(ahankara) and the ‘mine’ (mamakdra) and is the object of self- 
consciousness (ahampratyaya-visaya). It is the jiva who suffers the 
miseries of life and who transmigrates and is subject to the cycle 
of birth and death. Slumbering in Igrjprance, when he is awak
ened by shruti which says, 1tatvarn ast (That thou art), then he 
realises that he is not the body, senses or internal organ, but is 
the non-dual internal Self or Brahma and attains liberation.

Jiva, in contrast to Ishvara, is subject to the cycle of birth and 
death, while Ishvara is ever-free.Jiva is the slave of Maya or Avidyd 
(Maydrddsa) and is subject to its power of dvarana, which conceals 
his true nature and of viksepa which makes him appear as limited 
and bound, while Ishvara is the Lord of Maya (Mayapati) on 
whom the dvarana shakti or the covering power of Maya does not 
operate and the viksepa shakti or projecting power functions under 
His control. Jiva is subject to all the three gunas of avidyd, while 
in Ishvara there is only pure sattva guna. Jiva is limited by 
antahkarana, senses and body, while Ishvara is not limited by
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physical body, senses and internal organ, He is Will-Consciousness 
and His body is not physical, but divine and conscious (chinmaya). 
Jiva is limited, finite and bound and cannot be the cause of this 
universe, while Ishvara is the creator, preserver and destroyer of 
this world and showers His Grace on thejii/os or withdraws it from 
them. Jiva is a mixture of being and non-being, knowledge and 
ignorance, pleasure and pain, while Ishvara is Being-Conscious- 
ness-Bliss. Jiva, due to his subjection to avidyd, performs actions 
(karta) and reaps their fruits {bhokta), while the creativity in Ishvara 
is due to His control over Maya and as agency really belongs to 
Maya, Ishvara does not imagine Himself as the doer and so the 
question of His enjoying the fruits of activity (bhoktrtva) does not 
arise. Jiva is subject to the false notion of the T  and the ‘mine1 
(ahahkdra and mamakara), while Ishvara is Perfect Personality 
(shuddha ahantd) free from egoity and attachment. Jiva,'Os a finite 
ego has limited existence, knowledge and power, while Ishvara, 
as Concrete Universal, is omnipresent, omniscient and omnipo
tent. The Acharya emphasises that as Ishvara is, in His essential 
nature, Brahma itself for His association with Maya is only apparent, 
similarly the jiva too is essentially Brahma itself because, his fini- 
tude or bondage is due to his association with psycho-physical 
organism generated by avidyd, which vanishes when avidyd is 
dispelled by immediate realisation of the real Self. Shankara says 
that he who maintains a real difference between jiva and Brahma 
and thus wants to preserve the reality of finitude and bondage, 
is indeed lowest among the learned (panditapasada). (Gita-Bha$ya, 
13, 2).

Saksi, like Brahma, is pure eternal consciousness, self-luminous 
and self-proved being the presupposition of all knowledge and 
experience, unqualified (nirguna) and indeterminate and is the 
pure subject unknowable as an object. But while Brahma is un
conditioned (nirupadhika) , sakji, unlike it, is sopddhika as it ap
pears in association with the upadhi of viaya or avidyd or 
antahkarana, though it is not involved in or limited by this upadhi. 
It appears to be associated with upadhi (upahita) and is hot limited 
by it (anavachchhinna). It is called the witness Self, a disinterested 
looker-on illuminating itself and everything presented to it as an 
object. Ishvara is full of qualities and is immanent in mdya as its 
controller, but saksi, unlike Him, is the pure self devoid of quali
ties and uninvolved in upadhi. Jiva is the subject-object complex;
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jiva is consciousness limited by antahkarana which is objective and 
is a product of avidyd (antahkarandvachchhinna chaitanya). Jiva is 
empirical ego (pramata) who is a doer of actions (kartd) and 
enjoyer of their fruits (bhokta). Saksi, unlike Jiva, is the pure subject 
(shuddha jnata), a disinterested looker-on, associated with but 
uninvolved in upadhi (antahkaranopahita chaitanya). Saksi is the 
pure eternal consciousness appearing in ishvara as associated with 
vidya and in jivas as associated with antahkarana. The former is 
called Ishvara-5a/wi and the latter Jivarsaksi. Though the witnessing 
consciousness arises with the experience of object, it is not the 
result but the presupposition of this experience. Saksi is self-lu
minous and illuminates all objects presented to it. Everything, 
known or unknown, is an object for sakji. (sarvam vastu jhatatayd 
ajhatataya vd saksi-chaitanyasya viseyah). SvamI Vidyaranya com
pares saksi with the lamp burning on the stage which illuminates 
equally the stage-manager, the actress and the audience and shines 
even in their absence.1 Ahankara is the sutradhdra or the stage- 
manager, buddhi is the dancing actress (nartakT) and objects (visaya) 
are the audience.2 Saksi illuminates die modifications (vrtti) of 
chitta or antahkarana in the waking state and the mental states in 
dream, and it continues to shine even in deep sleep when there 
is no object and is responsible for the unity of the pre-sleep and 
post-sleep experience of the jiva.

VI. MOKSA

Moksa, for Aeharya Shankara, is the immediate experience of the 
real nature of the self. It is absolute and eternal freedom 
(svatantrya). It is not freedom from something to be given up 
(heya) (e.g., this world), nor it is freedom to gain something worth 
achieving (upddeya) (e.g., liberation), nor it is freedom for some
one (e.g., the empirical self); it is freedom itself pure and eternal. 
There is no ‘becoming* in moksa; the individual self does not 
really ‘become* Brahma for it always is Brahma itself. There is 
nothing to be left or acquired here.3 As Buddha identifies nirvana 
with the Absolute, so Shankara identifies mok$am\h Brahma. ‘He 
who knows Brahma becomes Brahma’4 means that Brahma can

1. Panchadashl, X-ll
2. Ibid, X-14.
3. heyopadeyashunyatvam.
4. Brahma veda Brahmaiva bhavati.
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not be known by Finite thought as an object, but is to be expe
rienced directly by realising one’s unity with it. The Shruti de
clares: ‘This self is Brahma’ {ayam dtmd Brahma) and That thou 
art* (tat tvam asi). Sharikara gives the following three definidons 
of moksa which really mean the same thing: (1) Moksa is the 
realisation of Brahma (Brahma-bhava), (2) Moksa is the cancella
tion of avidyd (avidyd-nivrtti), and (3) Moksa is eternal 
unembodiedness (nityam ashanratvam). Realisation of Brahma and 
cancellation of avidyd are the same for both reveal the Absolute 
as eternal consciousness and bliss. Unembodiedness means the 
utter unrelatedness of the self with the three types of bodies, gross 
(sthula), subde (suksma) and causal (kdrana). It is not the absence 
of the body, but the absence of the relationship with the body. 
Hence Jivan-mukti is admitted.

The self is really never bound and so the question of its real 
release does not arise. The self, through avidyd, is imagined to 
be finite, to be an agent and enjoyer, to be subject to the cycle 
of birth-and-death, and this constitutes its bondage. When this 
avidyd is cancelled by immediate spiritual experience, the self is 
realised as infinite, ever-pure and ever-free, and this is said to be 
its release from bondage. But in fact the self is neither bound nor 
released; it is only avidyd which appears and avidyd which van
ishes. The self is always pure, eternal and transcendental reality. 
Atmd and Brahma are one. In the rope-snake illusion, the rope 
does not become a snake even during illusion when it is so mis
taken, and does not shed off snakehood and regain its ropehood 
when this illusion is removed by knowledge of the rope. Moksa 
is the cancellation of transcendental Illusion by the immediate 
experience of the Real (avidydrnivrtti). Though the passage from 
the state of illusion to the state of knowledge involves temporal 
sequence, yet time is not a constituent element or an intervening 
factor in illusion and its cancellation, because the illusory object 
is unreal at all time. Knowledge of the ground-reality and cancel
lation of illusion happen simultaneously. Removal of avidyd, im
mediate experience of Brahma and realisation of moksa are one 
and the same. Immediate experience of the absolute Self does not 
produce moksa as its effect; it simply removes avidyd which acts as 
an obstacle to mok$a.* Moksa is the realisation of the eternal nature

1. mok^apratibandha-nivftitimâtram eva âunajftànasya phalam. S.B., 1-1-4.
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of the Self as pure being and bliss.
Shankara brings out the nature of moksa in the following pas

sage: This is the ultimate reality, the changeless eternal, all-per
vading like space (but beyond it), free from all causal modifica
tion, ever-contented pure bliss, indivisible, self-luminous by na
ture, untouched by actions in the form of virtue and vice along 
with their effects (in the form of pleasure and pain), and beyond 
time in its three tenses of past, present and future; this unembodied 
reality is called moksa or absolute freedom.1 The following points, 
mentioned in this passage, about the nature of moksa may be 
noted. Moksa is the ultimate reality, the Absolute (páramáríhika 
sal) which is Pure Being. It is not eternal in the sense o f ‘enduring 
through change* (parinmni-nitya), for any change in moksa would 
disturb its purity; it is absolutely eternal (kutasthanitya) in the 
sense of being totally free from change. It is infinite and all- 
pervading. It is an established reality (bhutavastu) present 
everywhere and always. Though.it is said to be all-pervading like 
space, it is beyond space as it is the universal spirit (saruavyapi) . 
It is beyond causation and causal modifications (saruavikriya-rahita). 
It is ever-contented eternal bliss (nityatrpta). It is not self-conscious 
and blissful in the sense of consciously enjoying its own bliss; it 
is bliss itself, not parted by subject-object-duality. It is transcendental 
unity, indivisible and unique (niravayava) . It is self-proved 
(svatahsiddha) and self-shining (svayamjyotih) non-dual spiritual 
experience which is the undeniable foundation of all our empirical 
knowledge and experience. It is the timeless eternal (káláñta). It 
is the cancellation of avidya and the phenomenal world projected 
by it (avidya-nivrtti). Karma and its results do not touch it. It is 
beyond virtue and vice (dharmadharmarahita), beyond empirical 
pleasure and pain (sukha-dxihkhatita). It is the unembodied Self 
(ashañra). The Self has no real association with body (shañra), 
gross (sthula), subtle (sukyma) or causal (kdrana). It is absolute 
freedom (svátantrya) and spiritual independence (svárájyá) which 
is the own nature of the Self. It is the fearless goal (abhaya-fada). 
It is the highest end in human life (parama-puruyártha) .

1. idam tu páramárihikam, kü|asthanityam, vyomavat sarvavyapi, sarvavikriyarahitani, 
nityatrpiam, niravayavam, svayamjyoiihsvabhávam, yalra dharmadharmau saha 
káryena, kálatrayam cha, nopávartctc tadctat ashariratvam mok§akhyam. Ibid,
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Moksa is not an effect (kaiya) of anything. It is eternal reality and 
therefore cannot be produced by anything. It cannot be the result 
(phala) of action (karma) or meditation (upasana). If it were some
thing to be achieved by action or meditation, then it would be 
certainly perishable (anitya). And 1perishable moksa' is a contradic
tion in terms. All those who believe in moksa take it to be eternal.1 
Moksa is eternal bliss which is different from and beyond empiri
cal happiness, worldly and heavenly. The shruti declares, and 
reason confirms, that pleasures are produced by the efficacy of 
good actions (dharrna) and last as long as that efficacy lasts and 
perish along with it. Even (the promised) pleasures in heaven, 
however great and comparatively more lasting these may be, are 
perishable by nature as they are generated by the energy of Karmar 
No empirical pleasure can be eternal, for it is an effect produced 
by Karma and no effect can be eternal. Also, no empirical pleasure 
can be unmixed as it is always accompanied by pain, for virtue 
is necessarily related to vice. Moreover, empirical pleasure can be 
enjoyed only by embodied beings. Hence, if moksa be regarded 
as the effect produced by action or meditation, it is bound to be 
perishable, mixed with pain and enjoyable only in an embodied 
state. In that case it may, at best, be treated as the highest em
pirical pleasure, even higher than heavenly pleasure in the 
heirarchy of empirical pleasures produced by the efficacy of Karma. 
But this would not be unmixed eternal bliss of the unembodied 
Self which mok$a is unanimously acknowledged to be. Hence mok$a 
cannot be produced by action or meditation. Nor can moksa be 
treated as an effect produced by knowledge of Brahma. Immedi
ate realisation of Brahma does not generate mofisa ; it simply 
removes avidya which obstructs the revelation of moksa. Cancel
lation of avidya, realisation of Brahma and achievement of moksa 
happen simultaneously and are one and the same. Time is not 
an intervening factor between immediate knowledge of Brahma 
and cancellation of world-illusion, which obstructs moksa.s Brahma 
is the pure Self and cannot be known as an object. It cannot be 
presented as an object of the knowing act. Knowledge of Brahma 
is not a mental act (manasi kriya) like meditation. Transcendental

1. nityashcha mok$ah sarvamokçavâdibhirupagamyate. Ibid
2. Yavat sampâtam uçitvâ; k$ine punye martyalokam vishanti.
3. shruiayo brahmavidyânaniaram mok$am darshayantyo madhye kàryàniaram 

värayanti. S.B., 1-1-4.
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knowledge is beyond subject-object duality. It is pure experience 
or pure revelation. The Vedanta Shastra does not present Brahma 
as an object; its purpose is to declare Brahma as the pure Self, 
the transcendental subject, which is to be realised through imme
diate experience by removing difference of known, knower and 
knowledge falsely imposed by avidyd.' Hence immediate experi
ence of Brahma removes avidyd which acts as an obstacle to mok$a, 
but does not produce moksa as an effect.2

If moksa cannot be treated as an effect (karya) produced (utpadya) 
by anything, it cannot also be regarded as a result of causar 
modification (vikdrya) for in both cases it would be perishable. 
Nor can it be taken to be a result of some purification (samskdrya). 
Purification is possible either by addition of some excellence 
(gunddhana) or by removal of some defect (dosapanayana). Nei
ther is possible here, for moksa is eternally pure (nityashuddha). 
Nor can it be regarded as something to be attained (dpya). It is 
the eternal nature of the Self. It is not a new acquisition (aprdptasya 
prdptih), but the realisation of one’s own nature (prdptasya prdptih) . 
Moksa is eternally there and the consciousness of its achievement 
is an appearance.

For Shankara jivanmukti is real liberation. Moksa is not reserved 
for the dead. Moksa is to be obtained here and now.5 We must 
enjoy it in this very life. Moksa is the unembodied nature of the 
Self and it can be realised even in this life. The Self is really 
‘unembodied’ even when housed in a body (ashanram shariresu). 
Moksa is the cancellation of transcendental Illusion by immediate 
experience of the Self. And it is possible to have this experience 
in our life and cancel avidyd in toto. When a person realises Brahma 
avidyd along with its effects is completely destroyed and the world- 
illusion vanishes for good never to appear again. The Self is an 
unembodied eternal reality. Unembodiedness is not a state of the 
self. A state is a phase which is passed over and the self cannot 
pass over its own nature. Moreover, a state cannot be eternal, 
while unembodiedness is eternal. The self due to avidyd appears 
to undergo the various states of embodied existence. This happens

1. nahi shastram idamtaya vi$ayabhutam Brahma pratipipadayisyati ki lafhi? 
praiyagaimaivena avi$ayataya pratipadayad avidyakalpitam vedya-veditr- 
vcdanadibhcdam apanayali. Ibid

2. mok§apraiibandha-niv|-itimairam cvatmajnanasya phalam. Ibid
3. aira Brahma samashnutc; ihaiva ladapnoti; abhayam praplo’si etc.
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due to the superimposition of body, senses, life and mind on the 
self. This super-imposition makes the transcendental self appear 
as Finite ego (pramdtd) who is a knower, an agent and an enjoyer 
of the fruits of action and who undergoes transmigration. No real 
relation between the self and the body can be established, for the 
self is really beyond avidyd and karma} The apparent relation 
between the self and the body can be due only to super-imposition, 
and not due to karma? The self passes through embodied states 
due to its false identification with the body (dehadhydsa). So when 
the attachment to the body due to superimposition is destroyed 
through the realisation of the absolute Self, mohsa is attained even 
during life. The identification of the self with the body is false 
(mithyd) and not secondary or figurative (gauna or upacliara). 
Figurative identification of two terms is possible only where the 
difference between the two is known {bhedagraha), It cannot be 
due to non-apprehension of their difference (bhedagraha) as 
Prabhakara wrongly holds. For example, in the sentence ‘Devadatta 
is a lion/ the figurative identification of Devadatta with lion is 
possible for one who understands the difference between the two 
as well as the qualities like courage, strength and bravery shared 
in common by both. But in those cases where identification of 
two terms is due to super-imposition of the one on the other, 
neither the identity nor the difference between the two is cognised. 
For example, in the shell-silver illusion, where silver is identified 
with shell, such identification can be due only to superimposition 
of silver on shell and is false, not figurative, and is completely 
cancelled by the knowledge of shell. Similarly, the identification 
of the self with the body which is due to non-discrimination between 
the two is possible only as an error and cannot be figurative. As 
the embodied state of the self is solely due to false knowledge, 
it is conclusively proved that the saint who has realised the Self 
through immediate spiritual experience is unembodied even 
though alive.3 The shruti declares : ‘Him, who has lost attachment 
to his body and has become unembodied, empirical pleasures and 
pains do not touch’.4 ‘He who has realised the unity of the Self

1. atmanah sharira-sambandhasyasiddhatvat. S.B., 1-1-4.
2. sashariratvasya mithyajnananimittatvat. Ibid,
3. lasinat mithya-pratyayaniim tiatvat sashariratvasya. siddham  jiv a to ’pi 

vidu§o’shariraivam. Ibid,
4. ashariram vava santam na priyapriye sprshatah—Chh. Up.. VIII-12-1.
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experiences no delusion and no sorrow.*1 ‘He who enjoys the bliss 
of Brahma knows no fear from any quarter.2 ‘O Janaka! you have 
reached the fearless goal*.3 ‘When the Supreme is realised, the 
knot of the heart is loosened, all doubts are set at rest, and all 
karmas are destroyed.*4 ‘As the slough of a snake lies dead and 
cast off on an ant-hill in the very same way lies this body (of him) 
who has realised the Real; and he is the unembodied immortal 
Brahma itself.5 In the Gita also the realised saint is described as 
completely detached from the body etc.: ‘Pains do not trouble 
him, pleasures do not attract him; he is free from attachment, 
fear and anger, and his knowledge is firmly rooted in the self.*6 
In the Bhagavata we find: ‘As a person heavily intoxicated with 
wine does not know and is not troubled by the fact whether his 
garment per chance remains on his body or drifts away. Similarly 
a saint who has realised the self does not know and is not troubled 
by the fact whether his mortal body stands or falls*.7 After the 
death of the body, videhamnkti is achieved.

Realisation of Brahma takes place when the knowledge 
generated by the Vedanta texts culminates in immediate 
experience, when the 4 upadesha-vakya,' ‘Thou art that* (Tat tvam 
asi), becomes ‘ anubhava-vakya,' ‘I am Brahma’ (aham Brahmasmi). 
An example of how verbal knowledge culminates in immediate 
experience is given in the ‘Parable of Ten Fools*. In this story ten 
fools crossed a stream hand-in-hand lest some one of them may 
be swept away by the swift current. When they arrived at the other 
bank, they started counting themselves, and each of them who

1. tatra ko mohah kah shokah ckatvam anupashyatah—Isha, 7.
2. ânandam Brahmano vidvân na bibheti kutashchana—Taittiriya, II-9.
3. abhayam vai Janaka prâptosi—Brh., IV-2-4.
4. bhidyate hrdayagranthish chhidyante sarvasamshayâh I kçïyante châsya karmani 

tasmin drste parâvarc II—Mundaka, II-2-8.
The jivanmukta’s body may continue for sometime due to pmrabdha karma, but 
no new actions are accumulated, just as the wheel of a potter continues to 
revolve for sometime due to previous force even after the push of potter’s hand 
is withdrawn.

5. yathâ ahinirlvayanï val mike mftâ pratyastâ shayîta evam evedam s h an ram shete, 
atha’yam ashariro'mrtah Brahmaiva—Brh., IV-4-7.

6. Gîià, 11-56: duhkheçvanudvignam anâh sukhe?u vigatasprhah I
vïtarâgabhayakrodhah sthitadhîr muniruchyate II

7. deham cha nashvaram avasthitam utthitam va siddho nà pashyati yato* dhyagamat 
svarûpam.—Bhàgavata, XI-13-36.
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counted left out himself and counted only nine. Thus they started 
bemoaning that one of them was swept away by the current. A 
wise man who came there told them that they were ten and that 
they need not lament the imagined loss of one of them. But this 
verbal knowledge did not convince or console them. So the wise 
man himself started counting and when he came to the tenth, he 
petted him and said: ‘You are the tenth.’ And then the person 
immediately realised that he was the tenth and that he forgot to 
count himself. Similarly, the verbal knowledge of ‘tat tvavi asf 
should culminate in immediate experience of the unity of the self 
with Brahma. Sharikara explains this text as advocating pure idendty 
and not idendty-in-difference ‘Tat’ signifies the uncondidoned 
Brahma or Atma, the ground-reality, whiletvam signifies the 
individual self {jiva), who is a subject-object complex of saksi and 
antahkarana. The text asserts total and absolute idendty between 
the two. The reality of the individual ego is the transcendental 
Self or Brahma on which its egohood is superimposed by 
transcendental avidyd. This imposed egohood is false (mithya) and 
not figurative (ganna). The text negates the super-imposed false 
egohood and reaffirms the true nature of the ego as pure Atma 
or Brahma. For this, Vedanta prescribes the triple discipline: (1) 
shravana which means a serious and sustained study of Vedanta 
texts through hearing or reading; (2) manana which means cridcal 
exposition of the pretensions of thought to know the Real and 
strengthening of the faith in the shrud; and (3) nididhyasana 
which means actual realisation of the Real through moral, yogic 
and spiritual discipline.

VH. JNANA, KARMA AND UPAS ANA

All these three may be used in the relative or the absolute sense. 
Jnana, reladvely, means determinate and mediate knowledge which 
is generated by the categories of finite thought and involves subject- 
object duality. Ultimately, Jnana means pure immediate experi
ence (aparoksdnubhuti) beyond the subject-object duality. The 
Acharya makes it clear that knowledge ultimately culminates in 
immediate experience (anubhavdvasana) and knowledge of Brahma 
is the direct spiritual realisauon of Brahma or Atma and is iden- 
dcal with it.1 It shines in the highest indeterminate samddhi and

1. anubhavâvasânatvâd Brahmajftànasya. S.B., 1-1-2.
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at once removes avidya which obstructs the nature of the Real. 
Karma, relatively, means an action performed with a motive by a 
conscious person who has freedom to choose and which action 
is subject to moral judgement and gives rise to its result which 
is to be enjoyed by the doer in the form of pleasure or pain. 
Ultimately, karma culminates in niskdma karma or absolutely dis
interested action which does not bind (and is therefore not an 
action in the ordinary sense) and which can be performed only 
by a realised saint who has risen above subject-object duality. And 
upasandy relatively, means dhydna or concentration or meditation 
involving the trinity of the person who meditates, the object 
meditated upon and the act of meditation. Ultimately, updsand 
culminates in the highest indeterminate samadhi which transcends 
this trinity. It is clear from the above that karma and updsand 
(which is mental activity) are possible only within the trinity of 
the subject, object and their relation which is the sphere of avidya 
and Finally both have to cease and yield place to indeterminate 
knowledge. It is true that empirical knowledge too is within the 
sphere of avidya; yet, as consciousness, it is ultimately one with 
pure consciousness which alone can remove avidya which obstructs 
the nature of the Atmd. Hence the superiority of knowledge over 
action and meditation is self-evident.

Acharya Shahkara repeatedly asserts that the Absolute can be 
realised through knowledge and knowledge alone; action and 
meditation are subsidiary. Good actions {karma) purify our mind 
(chitta-shuddhi) and meditation (updsand) leads to the concentra
tion of the~mind (chittaikdgratd). Thus, karma and updsand may 
indirectly prepare our mind to receive the light of pure knowl
edge (jnana) when it dawns. Knowledge of Brahma which leads 
to eternal bliss is immediate spiritual experience and does not 
depend on the performance of any act. Knowledge is not an act, 
not even a mental act. It is revelatory and it merely removes avidya 
and does nothing else, and then the Real shines in itself. There 
is no succession in knowledge. Once it dawns, it dawns for ever 
and at once removes all Ignorance and consequently all bondage. 
Brahma-jnana, avidydrnivrtti and moksa are one and the same.

The Acharya says that knowledge and action are opposed like 
light and darkness. Action results in its performance (kdraka), 
while knowledge merely instructs (jnapaka). The object of action 
is merit or demerit which is to be acquired in future (bhavya)
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through the performance of that action, while the object of knowl
edge is already an established fact (bhuta-vastu). Again, action is 
subjective and depends on the sweet will of the agent (pumsa- 
tanlra) and it may be done, misdone or left undone (kartum akartum 
anyathakartum shakyam) , while knowledge is objective (vastu-tantra) 
and depends on the object itself; it is not given to us to know a 
thing or to know it otherwise or not to know it at our sweet will, 
if the conditions generating valid knowledge are there. Again, 
action binds a person in the cycle of birth and death, while 
knowledge enlightens and frees him from this cycle. Further, the 
fruit of moral actions is happiness or prosperity (abhyudaya) here 
and hereafter, which is perishable (anitya), because it is produced 
by the efficacy of actions and lasts as long as that efficacy lasts, 
while the fruit of knowledge of Brahma is absolute freedom which 
is eternal (nitya) Bliss (moksa or nihshreyas).

The Acharya refutes the Mimamsa interpretation that action is the 
import of the Veda. The Mlmamsaka says: T he  purpose of the 
Veda lies in enjoining action and therefore those portions of the 
Veda which do not directly or indirectly fulfil that purpose will 
be of no use.’1 Thus karmarkdnda is the principal portion of the 
Veda because it clearly and directly deals with action enjoining 
religious and secular duties in the form of injunctions (vidhi) and 
prohibitions (nisedha). Upasand (meditation) is evidently a mental 
activity. The Vedanta texts, therefore, in order to be purposeful, 
should be regarded either as directly enjoining action in the form 
of meditation (upasan&karma-paraka) or as subsidiary portion of 
injunctions enjoining action (kriya-vidhi-shesa) in the sense that 
they indirecdy lead us to action. For example, such texts'2 as: T he 
Self should the seen (realised)’, T he Self should be meditated 
upon*, etc., direcdy enjoin action in the form of realisation and 
meditation. And such texts5 as: ‘Brahma is Bliss’, ‘Brahma is Being, 
Knowledge and Infinitude’ have the purpose of indirectly leading 
us to action. Their implied meaning is: Because Brahma is Being, 
Knowledge, Bliss, etc., therefore meditate on it and realise it so 
that you may also enjoy its Being, Bliss, etc. Moreover, liberadon 
can be obtained only by the act of meditation on Brahma, as

1. ämnäyasya kriyârthatvâd ânarthakyam atad-arthänäm. Mimämsä-sütra, Ï-2-1.
2. äimä dra$javyah,. . . nididhyäsitavyah.
3. an an dam Brahma. Satyam jnänam an an tarn Brahma.
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bondage cannot be removed by mere knowledge of statements 
about the nature of Brahma.

Shankaracharya refutes this view and shows that knowledge 
alone, not action or meditation, is the import of the Veda. Karma 
and upasand are subsidiary and lead respectively to purification 
and concentration of the mind so that it may receive the light of 
knowledge when it dawns. Action, meditation and empirical knowl
edge are all based on subject-object duality and presuppose avidya. 
Realisation of Brahma cancels avidya and all duality for ever. It 
is therefore clear that the Vedanta texts which teach the unity of 
the self with Brahma can, in no way, be connected with action 
or meditation, either directly or indirectly; nor can they be treated 
as subsidiary to texts enjoining action or meditation.1 When the 
Vedanta texts unanimously and repeatedly reveal the nature of 
Brahma as pure Being, the statement of the MImamsaka that 
there is no portion of the Veda dealing with eternal reality is a 
great venture indeed!2 Also his statement that knowledge cannot 
cancel avidya is most surprising because avidya can be cancelled 
only by knowledge and by nothing else. Of course, this knowledge 
is not empirical but transcendental, for this avidya or Ignorance 
is also transcendental. Again, his statement that knowledge of 
Brahma has no reference to any human end as there is nothing 
to accept or reject here is illogical and absurd, because realisation 
of Brahma is the highest end in life as it completely cancels 
Ignorance and all suffering for ever and is eternal Bliss in itself.5

VHI. SHRUTI, TARKA AND ANUBHAVA

Shankara says that shruti or the Vedanta-texts alone can reveal 
Brahma. The scripture is the only means to Brahma-realisation; 
for Brahma cannot be grasped by tarka or finite thought or 
intellect. Brahma is not an object of sense-perccption for it is 
super-sensible (alindriya); it is also not an object of thought for 
it, being indeterminate (nirvikalpa), cannot be grasped by the

1. ato na kartavyashe$atvena Brahmopadesho yuktah. S.B., 1-1-4.
2. ato bhutavastuparo Vedabhago nastlti vachanam sahasamatram. Ibid.
3. hcyopadeyashunya-brahmatmatavagamadcva sarvaklcshapranashat puru$artha-

siddch. Ibid.
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categories of thought nor can it be inferred; it cannot be ex
pressed in language for it is indescribable (aniruachaniya). Shruti 
or the Vedanta-texts are the verbal expression of the spiritual 
experience of the sages who have realised Brahma and are, there
fore, helpful in Brahma-realisadon. Tarka or logical thought is 
helpful in interpreting shruti and in supporting it with rational 
arguments, but its place is secondary to scripture. Sutarka or valid 
reasoning is accepted; only kutarka or logical quibbling or ‘rea
son run amock’ is condemned. Shankara admits that the authority 
of thought cannot be questioned in the empirical world. Here, 
‘you obey while you rebel*. Even the statement ‘thought stands 
condemned* can be made only by thought.1 Only a rational being 
can understand the meaning of shruti. Shankara never asks us to 
accept shruti blindly. The apparent contradictions in shruti can 
be resolved by reason in the light of its central teaching. If shrud 
contradicts reason, reason must be our guide for it is nearer our 
experience.2 Even if hundred shruds declare that fire is cool and 
without light we cannot accept them.3

The uldmate criterion of truth in Shankara is immediate Ex
perience or svanubhava. Shruti and reason both point to it. The 
teaching of shrud (upadeshavdkya) should be converted into 
immediate experience (anubhva-vakya) in order to realise Brahma. 
And self-conscious reason knows its limitadon and points to 
immediate experience to realise the Real.

IX. CRITICISM OF OTHER SCHOOLS

Shankara dismisses extreme scepdcism and agnosdcism as self
condemned. The materialisdc school which maintains the reality 
of the object only and reduces the subject to thfe object is also 
rejected by him as below criticism. The pluralistic schools of 
realism, like Vaishesika, Nyaya, Sankhya, Mimamsa, Jainism and 
also the theisdc schools of Vedanta (which though developed 
after Shankara had their fundamental ideas prevalent before his 
dme) are cridcised by him. He points out that identity and 
difference both cannot be real. Pure idendty is different from

1. tarkänäm apratisthitattvam larkcnaiva prati$thäpyate. S.B.t II-l-ll.
2. S.B., II-1-4. yuktir anubhav'asya sannikrsyale.
3. Gita-Bhâfya, XVIII, 66; Brh-Bhdsya, II-1-20.
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abstract identity of thought because it is the transcendental unity 
of the self which is the only reality. Difference belongs to avidyd 
and cannot be real nor can it be combined with spiritual identity, 
though it has empirical validity. The subject-object duality is 
empirically real and transcendentally ideal. Early Buddhism, 
representing the philosophy of pure difference, reduces the subject 
and the object to momentary particulars and thus contradicts all 
empirical life. Vijn5navada denies the object even its empirical 
reality and degenerates into subjective idealism, throwing 
overboard all empirical life. He is also opposed to Brahma- 
parinama-vada for, according to him, creation is only an appear
ance and cannot be treated as real.

We have already explained Sharikara’s criticism of Mlmamsa1 
and his criticism of causation.2 We shall explain his criticism of 
Vaishesika and Nyaya in brief and shall present his criticism of 
Sarikhya, of Sarvastivada Buddhism in some detail with special 
reference to its theory of momentariness and of Vijnanavada Bud
dhism as his criticism of these schools has become classical.

X. CRITICISM OF VAISHESIKA AND NYAYA

Vaishesika and Nyaya are allied systems. The former is older and 
develops metaphysics while the latter develops logic and episte- 
mology. Nyaya accepts mostly the metaphysics of Vaishesika with 
some difference. Sharikara criticises the atomic theory of Nyaya- 
Vaishesika and shows that atoms cannot be the cause of the material 
world. Are the atoms essentially active or inactive or both or 
neither? If active, then creation would be permanent; if inactive, 
then there would be no creation; if both, the conception would 
be self-contradictory; and if neither, then their activity must come 
from outside and this outside agency must be either seen or 
unseen; if seen, then it should not exist before creation, and if 
unseen, then it being always present near the atoms, creation 
would be permanent and if the proximity of the unseen to the 
atoms is denied, then creation would be impossible. In all cases, 
therefore, there can be no creation from atoms.3

1. see supra, pp. 202-3.
2. see supra, pp. 183-4.
3. S.B., 11-2-11 to 14.
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Against the seven categories of the Vaishesika (included by 
Nyaya under Pramcya), Shankara points out that these categories 
cannot be taken as metaphysical realities. All these can be re
duced to the primary category of ‘substance* which alone is in
dependent. And this ‘substance’ on philosophical analysis would 
give place to the transcendental ‘subject’ as the only reality. These 
categories turn out to be mere assumptions and then, instead of 
seven, we may assume as many categories as we like.1

The Nyáya-Vaishesika view of the self and of its liberation is 
highly defective. The self is deprived of consciousness and bliss 
and is reduced to a material object like a stone-slab. Again, if God 
is only the efficient cause of this universe He would be a mere 
supervisor and not a creator, nor would He have any inner and 
necessary relationship with atoms or souls.2 Also, the arguments 
given by Nyáya to prove the existence of God are not conclusive 
proofs, because God cannot be proved through inference or 
thought, but only by shruti or scripture.5

Relation, too, is neither internal nor external. If it inheres in 
one of the two terms, it would not relate it with the other term; 
the same relation cannot inhere in both the terms as it is indi
visible; and if it falls outside both the terms, it becomes a third 
term which requires another relation to relate it with the first two 
terms and so on ad infinitum.4 And without a real relation there 
is no causation and hence no creation.

XI. CRITICISM OF SÁÑKHYA

Shankara takes Sáñkhya as the main opponent (pradhana-malla)5 
of Vedanta. First, he rejects the claim of Sáñkhya to be based on 
the shruti. He makes it clear that Sáñkhya philosophy is based on 
inference (anumana), not on the shruti. The shruti does not teach 
dualism, nor does it say that an unconscious principle, the ab

1. S.B., 11-2-17.
2. Ibid, II-2-37.
3. Ibid, 1-1-2.
4. S.B., 11-2-13.
5. S.B., 1-4-28.
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stract object, is the cause of the world.1 On the other hand, the 
shruti clearly declares at many places that the Omniscient, 
Omnipresent and Omnipotent Self or Brahma is the only cause 
of this universe.2 The shruti attributes will and desire to the world- 
cause in the texts like ‘He willed to create the world,* ‘He willed: 
‘I should be many, I should create’; ‘He desired to become many, 
to create’, etc.; and evidendy only the Self can have will or desire.3 
The will to create cannot be attributed to unconscious Prakrti 
even figuratively.**

Also, Sankhya philosophy cannot be radonally defended.5 The 
unity in the cosmos can come only from the spiritual source; 
unconscious Prakrti cannot introduce unity in this world. Even 
the design and form of a pot is the result of a potter’s thinking. 
Houses, etc., are built with a design and a plan introduced by 
intelligent workmen. Hence unconscious Prakrd cannot create 
this cosmos.6 Further, there is a purpose in this creadon and 
purpose can be due only to a conscious source; unconscious Prakrti 
can have no purpose of its own nor can it consciously serve the 
purpose of a conscious being. The evolution of Prakrti would be 
mechanical not teleological. Again, Prakrti cannot account for the 
original impetus, the first push, which is supposed to disturb the 
equilibrium of the three gunas? If motion is inherent in Prakrti 
(in the form of rajas), then there should be no dissolution. If 
motion is imparted to Prakrti by something external, then Prakrti 
would not be independent. Even the distinction between homo
geneous and heterogeneous change which Sankhya has intro
duced to explain evolution is not of much avail. Sankhya says that 
Prakrti is eternal in the sense of ‘enduring through change.’ 
(parinami-nitya) and that homogeneous change (sarupa-farindma) 
which means change of each guna into its own forms, is always 
going on in Prakrti. But as there is no clash among the gunas in 
this change, it does not lead to evolution. When this homogenleous

1. S.B., w -io .
2. S.B., 1-1-11.
3. S.B., 1-1-5 and 1-1-18.
4. S.B., 1-1-6.
5. S.B., II-2-1.
6. Ibid.
7. S.B., II-2-2.
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change transforms itself into heterogeneous change (virupa- 
parindma), in which each guna clashes with and tries to dominate 
the other two gunast the process of evolution begins. But the 
important question: What is the cause which leads to the sudden 
transformation of homogeneous change into heterogeneous 
change? is not satisfactorily answered by Sankhya. The uncon
scious Prakrti is not responsible for this sudden change which 
ushers in evolution. Purusa has to be brought in as the final cause 
of evolution.1 Again, even if we grant activity to Prakrti, the im
manent teleology cannot be explained. The argument of Sankhya 
that just as unintelligent milk flows for the nourishment of the 
calf, similarly unintelligent Prakrti works for the emancipation of 
the Purusa is illogical, because the flow of milk is accounted for 
by the presence of a living cow and a living calf and the motherly 
love in the cow for the calf.2 Nor can the modification of Prakrti 
be compared to that of grass turning into milk, as grass turns into 
milk only when eaten by a milch cow, not when it lies uneaten 
or is eaten by a bull.3 Further, unconscious Prakrti can have no 
purpose; indifferent Purusa too can have no purpose.4 The at
tempt of Sankhya to solve this difficulty by pointing out that Prakrti 
and Purusa combine like the blind and the lame in which case 
the lame person sits on the shoulders of the blind person and 
shows the way and the blind person moves and thus both reach 
their goal, is untenable, for the blind and the lame persons are 
intelligent and active beings and have a common goal, while 
Prakrti is unconscious and Purusa is indifferent.5 Again, if the 
mere presence of the Purusa (purusasannidhi-mdtra) is sufficient 
to disturb the equilibrium of the gunas, then Purusa being always 
co-present, evolution would be perpetual and the liberation of 
Purusa would be impossible. Further, Prakrti and Purusa can never 
be related. Prakrti is unconscious; Puru§a is indifferent; and there 
is no third principle, no tertium quid, to relate them.6 The chasm 
which Sankhya has created between the subject and the object by

1. S.B., IÏ-2-9.
2. S.B., 11-2-3.
3. S.B., 11-2-5.
4. S.B., 11-2-6.
5. S.B., II-2-7.
6. S.B., 11-2-7.
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treating them as two independent and eternal entities can never 
be bridged by it. It must recognise a higher spiritual principle 
which transcends and yet preserves the empirical validity of the 
subject-object duality.

Again there are many contradictions in the Sankhya system.1 
By treating Prakrti as agent and Purusa as enjoyer, Sankhya opens 
itself to the charge of vicarious suffering and violates the law of 
moral responsibility. Why should Purusa suffer for the actions of 
Prakrti? And if Prakrti acts purposefully why can it not enjoy the 
fruits of its acts? Sankhya also confuses between the empirical and 
the transcendental nature of Purusa which makes it believe in the 
plurality of Purusas. The arguments given by Sankhya to prove 
the plurality of Purusas are in fact arguments which prove the 
plurality of empirical selves and these arguments clearly contra
dict some of those arguments offered by Sankhya to prove the 
transcendental nature of Purusa as pure Consciousness. If all the 
Purusas are essentially the same (as Sankhya says they are), there 
is no sense in proclaiming their numerical plurality which makes 
no difference. Again, the confusion between empirical happiness 
and eternal spiritual bliss is responsible for the negative view 
which Sankhya takes of liberation. Liberation is said to be without 
pleasure and pain, a state where all the three kinds of pain are 
absent, but where there is no positive experience of joy as joy is 
related to pain. Sankhya forgets that spiritual bliss is beyond em
pirical pleasure and pain, and that it is not empirical pleasure 
produced by sattva-guna. Again, if Sankhya can reduce all objects 
to one Prakrti, it should also reduce all empirical souls to one 
Purusa by the same logic. Purusa and Prakrti should be treated 
as aspects of the Transcendental Purusa, the Absolute. Creation 
should be taken not as real, but as appearance of this Absolute.

x n . CRITICISM OF SARVASTTVADA BUDDHISM

Shankara says that the Sarvastivada school of Buddhism believes 
in the reality of the momentary atoms and the momentary ideas. 
These atoms and ideas are also supposed to form two kinds of 
aggregates (sanghdta). Shankara points out that belief in the theory 
of momentariness goes against the formation of such aggregates

1. S.B., II-2-10.
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and renders all empirical life useless. The momentary atoms 
cannot combine by themselves. The momentary ideas too cannot 
unite themselves into the aggregate of five skandhas. And no self, 
individual or universal, is admitted in Buddhism which may be 
responsible for the unity of the aggregates. Moreover, when 
difference alone is taken as real and unity is discarded as illusion, 
how can the Buddhists logically talk of aggregates as no aggregate 
can be formed without unity? Even in the wheel of relative 
causation, the preceeding link may be taken as the immediate 
efficient cause of the succeeding link only, not of the whole series.1 
But on logical analysis, the antecedent link in the causal series 
cannot be regarded as the efficient cause even of the subsequent 
link, because the antecedent link ceases to exist when the subse
quent link arises. If it is urged that the antecedent moment when 
fully developed (Parinispanndvasthah) becomes the cause of the 
subsequent moment, it is untenable, because the assertion that a 
fully developed moment has a causal efficiency necessarily presup
poses its connection with the second moment and this repudiates 
the theory of momentariness.2 Again, if it is said that the mere 
existence of the preceeding moment means its causal efficiency 
(bhdva evdsya vyaparah), this too is untenable, because no effect 
can arise without imbibing the nature of the cause and to admit 
this is to admit the continuity of the cause in the effect which 
would overthrow the theory of momentariness.2 Again if the 
preceeding moment is admitted to last till the arising of the 
succeeding moment, cause and effect will become simultaneous; 
and if the preceeding moment perishes before the arising of the 
succeeding moment, then the effect would arise without a cause. 
Hence, either momentariness or causation is to be given up.3

Again, these Buddhists believe in three uncaused (asamskrta) 
reals (dharmas) which are evidently not momentary for they are 
uncaused. These are space (akdsha), the revolution of the wheel 
of causation or pratityasamutpdda in which the destruction of each 
momentary link after its arising is eternally going on (apratisankhya- 
nirodha) and nirudna where the process of the causal wheel is 
stopped for ever through pure knowledge (pratisahkhyd-nirodha) .

1. S.B., II-2-18, 19.
2. S.B., 11-2-20.
3. S.B., 11-2-21.
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If these three are admitted as uncaused eternal realides, then the 
theory of universal momentariness is given up. And if, to save the 
theory of momentariness, these three are declared not as ‘reals’, 
but a s ‘negation’ (abháva-mátra) further contradicdons would arise. 
It would be illogical to regard space as merely ‘negadon of cov
ering* or emptiness (ávaranábháva), for space provides room for 
extension of things.1 Again, to say that the causal wheel is merely 
‘negadon of permanence’ would be untenable, for this ‘negadon 
of permanence* (nityaivabhava) applies only to a momentary link, 
and not to the wheel itself which is eternally going on, even 
though the liberated may escape from it. Even to say that the 
process or the flow of the series is ‘eternal’ only in the sense of 
‘enduring’ (santati-nitya) is to give up momentariness. Moreover, 
there must be some unchanging eternal conscious being to per
ceive this flow, as consciousness of change necessarily presupposes 
an unchanging consciousness. Again, if each unit flashes only for 
a moment, then even the talk of the flow is ruled out, for there 
is nothing to flow. This would lead to complete annihiladon of 
all empirical life.2 Further, to treat nirvana as mere ‘negadon of 
suffering* (duhkhábháva) would be to give up nirvana as Buddha 
taught and to give up nirvana would be to blow up Buddhism. 
If nirvana is complete annihiladon, none will try to attain it. Again, 
if Ignorance is destroyed by Pure Knowledge then the theory of 
universal destruction without any cause is given up; and if it is 
destroyed by itself, then the path of spiritual discipline prescribed 
by Buddha becomes futile.3

Again, the facts of knowledge, memory and recognition give 
a death-blow to the theory of momentariness. Knowledge neces
sarily presupposes the eternal transcendental Self as its founda
tion. Everything else may be momentary, but not the undeniable 
Self which is self-shining. Memory also presupposes the self. 
Memory and recognition imply consciousness of at least three 
moments —the first moment in which something is experienced, 
the second moment in which its past impression is revived or it 
is again experienced and the third moment in which the first and 
the second moments are compared and the thing remembered

1. S.B., 11-2-24.
2. S.B., n-2-22.
3. S.B., II-2-23.
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or recognised as the same. Even if identity is rejected and similarity 
substituted in its place, a subject who persists for at least three 
moments is necessary to compare and recognise two things as 
similar.1 Again, if the self is a stream of momentary ideas, the law 
of Karma and the moral life and bondage and liberation will all 
be overthrown. One momentary idea will perform an act and 
another will reap its fruit. One idea will be bound, another will 
try to obtain liberation, and still another will be liberated. It is 
thus clear that the theory of momentariness destroys all empirical 
and moral life and renders the teachings of Buddha about bond
age and liberation useless.2

XIII. CRITICISM OF VIJÑÁNAVÁDA BUDDHISM

Shañkara says that the Vijñánavádí Buddhists maintain that Bud
dha taught the reality of the objects to his inferior disciples who 
cling to this world, while his real teaching is that Vijñána alone 
is real. If external objects exist, they should be either substances 
having qualities or wholes made up of parts. We know only quali
ties which are mental; we do not perceive any substance over and 
above qualities. Again, if atoms are regarded as the units and the 
objects are said to be their aggregates, this view is unsound. Neither 
the atoms can be proved to be indivisible units nor can their 
aggregates be possible, as these aggregates can be neither iden
tical with nor different from the atoms. It is the ideas themselves 
which appear as external objects, as a pillar, a wall, a pot, a cloth, 
etc. The fact that the idea is idendcal with the object is proved 
also by the rule that both are always experienced together 
(sahopalambha-niyama), the object and its perception are one, esse 
est percipi. If it is urged that this rule is negative in character and 
that ‘the ego-centric predicament* is common to both realism and 
idealism, Vijñánaváda supplies the positive proof for the identity 
of idea and object by an analysis of illusory and dream objects. 
Just as in illusion or dream there are no external objects but the 
ideas themselves appear as objects, so in the waking state too ideas 
themselves appear as objects. To the objection that illusion or 
dream should not be universalised, Vijñánaváda replies that the

1. S.B., II-2-25.
2. Ibid. k$anabhartgavàdî vainàshikah.
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dreaming and the waking states are on a par, because the fact of 
experience, qua experience, is the same in both, and because in 
both the states the creativity of consciousness is clearly mani
fested. Again, the plurality of ideas need not be attributed to the 
plurality of the so-called external objects. It can be satisfactorily 
and logically explained as being due to the difference of impres
sions (vdsana), which are the seeds of ideas. In this bcginningless 
world, impressions and ideas, like seeds and sprouts, go on con
ditioning each other. It is far more logical to believe that an idea 
is generated by a mental impression rather than by the so-called 
material object. Hence there are no external objects; conscious
ness itself assumes the ‘form* of the object and projects and 
perceives it as objective.

After giving this correct exposition of Vijnanavada,1 Shankara 
proceeds to criticise it. Shankara believes in epistemic realism and 
ontological idealism. He is equally opposed to subjective idealism 
and ontological realism. For him, the empirical reality of this 
world of subject-object duality cannot be denied nor can its ul
timate reality be upheld. The world is empirically real and tran- 
scendentally unreal. It would be absurd to suppose that Shankara, 
while criticising Buddhist idealism, compromises with his own 
idealism or becomes a realist or uses the arguments of realism 
in which he himself does not believe. Shankara accepts and de
fends only epistemic realism as it is not incompatible with his 
absolute idealism. His criticism is directed mainly against subjec
tive idealism. He also carefully distinguishes his Vedantic idealism 
from the Buddhist idealism which he criticises. Vijnanavada con
demns the subject and the object as totally unreal; they do not 
enjoy even empirical reality. They are purely imaginary (parikalpita). 
Only their ‘forms* which appear in knowledge are empirically 

jceal; they are superimpositions on the modification of conscious
ness (vijnana-parinama). Consciousness, infected with transcen
dental Illusion of Objectivity, appears in the form of subject and 
object. Consciousness assuming these forms is empirically real, for 
it is conditioned by avidyd (paratantra) . Pure Consciousness which 
is totally free from this avidyd and the subject-object duality pro
jected by it is the ultimate reality (parinispanna). Shankara’s main 
objection is that the denial of even empirical reality to the

1. S.B., II-2-28.
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individual subject and the external object is extremely illogical 
and contrary to our experience. From the empirical standpoint, 
it is illogical to separate the ‘form* of consciousness form its 
‘content* and retain empirical reality for this ‘form’ and reject the 
‘content’ as totally unreal. When both the form and the content 
appear in knowledge together and both vanish together, what is 
the sense in making this uncalled for and impossible separation 
between the two? And when even this ‘form’ is discarded as 
ultimately unreal, why this needless partiality in favour of the 
‘form* and the prejudice against the ‘content*? You cannot cut a 
hen into two to cook one half and reserve another half for laying 
eggs, says Shankara.1 The individual subject and the external object 
enjoy equal status. Both are empirically real, though transcenden- 
tally both are superimpositions on pure consciousness. But their 
empirical reality cannot be questioned and they cannot be re
jected as purely imaginary (pankalpita). To do so is to disturb our 
empirical life without any compensatory gain.

Hence Shankara declares: The object cannot be rejected as 
utterly unreal because we experience it. It does appear in knowl
edge as an object and is perceived by us as such. The fact that 

-the idea and the object are always experienced together 
(sahopalambha-niyama) does not prove that the esse of an object 
is percipi. Their simultaneous presentation in a knowledge-situa- 
tion does not establish their identity. This argument is merely 
negative; it can neither prove idealism nor disprove realism. ‘The 
egocentric predicament’ is common to both realism and idealism. 
It merely asserts that we cannot know without knowing. To be 
perceived by the mind is not to be a portion of the mind. If 
objects depend epistemologically on the mind, it does not mean 
that they cannot exist ontologically apart from the mind. The 
proposition ‘Objects cannot be known without mind* is certainly 
not equivalent to the proposition ‘Objects cannot exist without 
mind*. Nobody normally takes his perception as identical with the 
perceived object. The arguments of the Vijnânavàdï in denying 
the external world, though he is himself experiencing it, are like 
the words of a person who while he is eating and feeling satisfied 
says he is not eating or feeling satisfied.2

1. Màiidùkya-Kànkâ-Bhàçya, IV-12.
2. S.B., II-2-28.
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Again, if there is no object, how can its ‘form’appear in knowl
edge? A form, unrelated to a content, is an impossibility. Even 
the ‘objects* which appear in illusion or dream presuppose our 
experience of world-objects. A person who has never seen or 
heard of a snake can never mistake a rope for a snake nor can 
he dream of a snake. The contention of Vijnanavada that the idea 
of objectivity is a transcendental Idea and not an empirical one, 
and therefore, even though there are no real objects, the Idea 
of objectivity does the trick is untenable, because the transcen
dental Illusion of objectivity can work only by projecting objects 
which are empirically ‘given* to us and are experienced by us as 
real and objective. When the transcendental Illusion is set aside, 
the subject-object duality may be realised as unreal, but as long 
as we are engrossed in this phenomenal world we have no option 
but to take the subject and the object as equally real. The form 
and the content of knowledge cannot be separated here. So if 
there be no object given to us, even its form cannot appear in 
knowledge. Even the Buddhist while explicitly denying the exter
nal object implicitly accepts it. Dirinaga1 says that ‘the internal 
idea itself appears as if it were something external’2. Now, if there 
is no external world, how can he say that the ‘form’ in conscious
ness appears as if it were external? Indeed, no sane person says 
that Visnumitra appears like the son of a barren woman. There 
can be no hypothetical without a categorical basis. Possibility always 
implies actuality. The possibility or impossibility of things can be 
determined only through means of right knowledge. That is 
possible whiclf can be proved by valid means of cognition; and 
that is impossible which can be so disproved. Now, the external 
objects are apprehended by all valid means of cognition. How can 
their existence be then legitimately denied? It is therefore estab
lished that ideas and objects arc distinct.*

It cannot be argued that just as in illusion or dream conscious
ness assumes the form of the object and projects it as objective, 
without there being any real object, similarly in waking state too 
consciousness itself appears in the form of objects, for the simple

1. In first half of the sixth verse of his Alambana-pariksa.
2. yadantaijneyarupam tad bahir vad avabhasate (Alambana-pafikfafi) quoted in

S.B., 11-2-28.
3. tasmad arthajnanayorbhedah. S.B., II-2-28.
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reason that dream and waking states cannot be placed on a par. 
Things seen in a dream are sublated in waking state. Their falsity 
is realised when the dreamer awakes. But world-objects are never 
contradicted in empirical life. Moreover, the projection of the 
object in illusion or dream is possible because of our experience 
of the real object in waking life. Without the object being ‘given* 
to us in waking state, even its form cannot appear in illusion or 
dream. Again, illusion and dreams are private, while waking life 
is public. Even if this world is an illusion, it is a transcendental 
illusion, and even if it be a dream, it is a cosmic dream. It is wrong 
to treat dream and waking states on the same level on the pretext 
that both are experienced through consciousness. Even the 
VijnanavadT Buddhist realises the difference between the two and 
what is directly experienced cannot be refuted by intellectual 
jugglery.1

Again, the difference in ideas is due to the difference in objects. 
The idea of a jar is different from the idea of a cloth, because 
ajar is different from a cloth. This means that an idea is different 
from an object.2 The Buddhist assertion that the plurality of ideas 
is due to the plurality of impressions and not due to the plurality 
of objects is wrong, because if objects do not exist then impres
sions themselves cannot arise. Moreover, impressions are mental 
modifications and they need a self to inhere. But in Vijnanavada 
there is no substratum where impressions may inhere.3 Alaya- 
vijnana too which is held to be momentary cannot be, like indi
vidual cognitions (pravrtti-vijnana), the substratum of impressions.4

Those Vijnanavadins (Svatantra-Vijhdnavadins) who uphold the 
reality of the momentary vijnanas only make the position worse 
by degenerating into solipcism. Shankara says that his criticism of 
the theory of momentariness also applies to Vijnanavada.5 Mo
mentary ideas cannot ideate themselves. They can neither appre
hend nor be apprehended by themselves. There must be a per
manent self to synthesise the fleeting ideas and give them unity 
and meaning.6 If the VijnanavadI Buddhist replies that the idea

1. S.B., II-2-29 ubhayor antaram svayam anubhavalâ.
2. S.B., 11-2-28.
3. S.B., 11-2-30.
4. S.B., 11-2-31.
5. S.B., II-2-31.
6. S.B., 11-2-28.
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is self-conscious and is self-shining like a luminous lamp, he is 
wrong, for to say that the momentary idea illuminates itself is as 
absurd as to say that fire burns itself. Infact, it is only the eternal 
Self which is self-luminous and self-proved as the undeniable foun
dation of all our knowledge.1 A momentary idea which arises and 
falls cannot be treated as self-shining. An idea is apprehended by 
the self. An idea is just like an object in relation to the knowing 
self, who is the subject. If the VijnanavadI Buddhist says that by 
idea he means pure consciousness and that we Vedantins too who 
accept the ultimate reality of pure consciousness accept his view, 
he is utterly mistaken because for us an idea is only like an object 
to be illumined and known by the self (vijhanasyapi avabhasyatvdt). 
It is the self, not a momentary idea, which is pure consciousness. 
Again, if the VijnanavadI rejoins that our transcendental Self 
which is self-shining and self-proved is only his idea in disguise, 
he is wrong, because whereas his ideas are many and momentary 
and are no better than scattered objects originating and dying 
away and depending on the self for being illumined and known, 
our Self, on the other hand, is non-dual and eternal and is the 
transcendental Subject, the foundation of all knowledge and ex
perience, which synthesises these scattered ideas into a unity and 
illuminates them and makes them known.2 If the momentary 
vijnana were the only reality and there is no self, then there would 
be no experience at all. And all empirical life, morality, spiritual 
discipline, bondage and liberation, etc., will crumble down.5

For Shahkara the correct w*ay to prove the ultimate unreality 
of this world of subject-oject duality is not to reject the subject- 
object duality even empirically, but to show the essentially self
contradictory character of this world as indescribable either as 
real or as unreal or as both, and thus prove its falsity from the 
ultimate standpoint, by treating it as a projection of avidyd on the 
ground reality of pure Consciousness.

As Vijnanavada as well as Svatantra-Vijnanavada both accept 
idealism par excellence, both epistemologically and ontologically, 
Shankara’s classic criticism of epistemic idealism applies to both 
these schools. But as Vijnanavada believes in absolute idealism

1. S.B., II-2-28. svayam-siddhasya sak$ino’pratyakhyeyatvaL
2. S.B., II-2-28 vijnanasya utpatti-pradhvamsa’nckatvadi vishesavatvabhyiipagamaL
3. Ibid
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and its Absolute called the Vijnanamatra is pure, non-dual and 
eternal consciousness which is beyond avidyaand its subject-object 
duality and which can be realised only by immediate spiritual 
experience, it is partly saved from Sharikaracharya’s criticism to 
this extent. His criticism applies with full force to Svatantra- 
Vijnanavada which has degenerated into subjective idealism and 
has vigorously revived the theory of universal momentariness.

XIV. CRITICISM OF SHUNYAVADA BUDDHISM

Acharya Shankara summarily dismisses Shunyavada by taking it to 
be self-condemned nihilism. He says that Shunyavada is 
contradicted by all valid means of cognition and is below criticism, 
for this phenomenal world, the empirical reality of which is 
established by all valid means of cognition, cannot be negated 
without reference to and realisation of transcendental Reality which 
must be admitted as its ground.1 It is now well known that 
Shunyavada is not nihilism; it is absolutism which believes in 
transcendental reality and negates the world only with reference 
to it. Nagarjuna himself defines 4tattva* or ultimate reality thus: 
‘That which is realised in immediate experience, that which is 
calm and blissful, that where all plurality ceases, that which 
transcends the categories of thought and is super-sensuous, that 
non-dual experience is Reality; this is its definition.'2 Shankara 
takes Shunyavada in its popular sense of nihilism, but his above 
criticism may imply that if Shunyavada believes in transcendental 
Reality then it is absolutism.

Sharikaracharya makes it clear that he has criticised other views 
not for any interest in discussion for its own sake, but for the sole 
purpose of helping the aspirants for liberation to enable them to 
reject false views hindering the true path leading to pure Bliss.3 
The self-awareness of thought of its own limitation should lead 
to a firm conviction in the truth of the Vedanta teachings and 
finally to its realisation through spiritual discipline.

1. S.B., II-2-31. shünyavâdipak$astu san^pramäna-vipraiisiddhah ill tannirâkaranâya 
nädarah kriyatc, na hi ayam sarvapramânaprasiddho lokavyavahârah anyat-tattvam 
anadhigamya shakyate apanhotum.

2. Màdhyamika Kârikà, XVIII-9; see supra. p.67.
3. samyag-darshana-pratipaksabhütäni darshanäni nirâkaranïyàni. S.B., II-2-1; Also, 

tatràvichârya yat kinchitpratipadyamàno nihshreyasàt praiihanycta anartham
cheyât S.B., 1-1-1.



CHAPTER SIX

Post-Shankara Vedanta

I. MANDANA-SURESHVARA-EQUATION

According to tradition, the household name of samnyasi 
Sureshvara, the famous disciple of Shankara, is Vishvarupa Mishra 
popularly known as Mandana Mishra. Prof. M. Hiriyanna and 
Prof. S. Kuppuswami Shastri have challenged this traditional iden- 
tificadon by poindng out important doctrinal divergences between 
Mandana and Sureshvara. Some other scholars have tried to defend 
the tradiuonal view. We are not in a position to decide this issue 
with certainty. We know that the author of the famous work Brahma- 
siddhi is Mandana Mishra (8th cen.) who is a contemporary of 
Sharikaracharya (and who may have been older in age and may 
have survived Shankara). He is a self-confident teacher of Advaita 
Vedanta and does not refer to Shankara as his teacher. He is one 
of those earlier teachers of Advaita Vedanta, who treat MImamsa 
and Vedanta as two parts of the same shastra and who pass on 
from MImamsa to Vedanta. But we do not know whether his 
Brahmasiddhi was written before Sharikara's BrahmasutrarBhasya or 
almost at the same time. And we cannot say with certainty whether 
he is identical with or different from Sureshvara. It is on account 
of this uncertainty that we have included Mandana Mishra under 
this chapter. We want to make it clear that by including him 
under this chapter, we do not mean to say that he is definitely 
a Post-Sharikarite teacher of Advaita or that he, later on, became 
a follower of Shankara or that he is the same as Sureshvara.

Prof. Hiriyanna and Prof. Kuppuswami Shastri have pointed 
out the following doctrinal differences between Mandana and 
Sureshvara:

1. Mandana advocates dr§ti-srti-vada, later on championed
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by Prakashananda by maintaining that the seat, support 
or locus (ashraya) of avidyd is the jivat while Brahma is 
only the object (visaya) of avidyd. Brahma neither by 
itself nor as conditioned by or reflected in mayd is the 
cause of this world. It is only the individual jivas, who 
on account of their inherent ignorance (naisargiki avidya) 
create the world-appearance which is destroyed by adven- 
ddous knowledge (agantuki vidyd). Individual experiences 
agree due to similarity and not due to identity. The world- 
appearance has no objective basis. Sureshvara, following 
Shahkara, maintains that Brahma itself is both the locus 
and the object of avidyd. The controversy led, later on, 
to the two important schools of Advaita VedSnta, the 
Bhamatl School of Vachaspati Mishra, who followed 
Mandana, and the Vivarana School of Prakashatma who 
followed Sureshvara and Padmapada.

2. Mandana maintains prasankyana-vada. The knowledge 
arising out of the Upanisad-mahavakya (tat tvam asi) is 
only mediate, indirect and relational. Its mediacy is to be 
removed by meditation (updsand) before it may lead to 
liberation. Sureshvara upholds the view that knowledge 
of the mahdvakya as taught by the Guru flashes as imme
diate knowledge on the disciple.

3. Mandana supports bhavadvaita or ens-monism which ex
cludes another positive entity. Dissolution of Ignorance 
(avidyd-dhvamsa or prapahcha-vilaya) is a negative reality 
which does not violate monism. Sureshvara, like Shahkara, 
maintains that negation as a separate entity cannot exist. 
Dissolution of Ignorance is not a negative entity but 
positiye Brahma-hood.

4. Mandana favours jhdna-karma-samuchchaya or combina
tion of knowledge and action for liberation. Sureshvara, 
like Shahkara, believes that karma is possible only in avidyd 
and that knowledge alone leads to liberation.

5. For Mandana real liberation is videha-mukti, a jivan-mukta 
is a highly advanced sddhaka. For Sureshvara, jivan-mukti 
is real mukti.

6. Mandana accepts viparita-khyati while Sureshvara accepts 
aniruachariiya-khydti.

7. Mandana does not refer to Shahkara or his Bhdsya and
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his Brahma-siddhi is based on the praslhdna-traya of 
Vedanta, while Sureshvara admits that he is a direct 
devoted disciple of Sharikara.

H. MAYA OR AVIDYA

Among the most eminent Post-Shankara teachers of Advaita 
Vedanta are Padmapada and Sureshvara, the two direct disciples 
of Sharikaracharya, Vachaspati Mishra, Sarvajnatma-Muni, 
Vimuktatma, Anandabodha, Shrlharsa, Prakashatma-Yati, 
Chitsukhacharya, Vidyaranya-Svami, Anandagiri, Prakashananda, 
Madhusudana Sarasvatl and Nrsimhashrama Sarasvatl. Padmapada 
(8th-9th cen.) is the author of Pancha-padika which is a commentary 
on the first four sutras of Sharikara’s Brahmasutra-BhasycL Sureshvara 
(8th-9th cen.) has written his famous commentaries known as 
Vdrtika on Shahkara’s Brhadaranyaka-Bhdsya and Taittiriya-Bhasya 
and is therefore called Vartika-kara. He is also the author of 
Naiskarmya-siddhi. Vachaspati Mishra (9th cen.) is the author of 
the celebrated commentary called Bhamati on Shankara-Bhasya from 
which the Bhamati School derives its name. It has been com
mented on by Amalananda (13th cen.) in his Kalpatam which has 
been further commented on by Appaya DIksita (16th cen.) in his 
Parimala. Sarvajnatma Muni (9th cen.) is the disciple of Sureshvara 
and is probably a younger contemporary of Vachaspati Mishra. 
Prakashatma (12th cen.) is the author of the commentary called 
Vivarana on the Pancha-padika of Padmapada from which the 
Vivarana School derives its name. Mandana, Vachaspati and 
Prakashananda (16th cen.) believe that the individual jiva is the 
locus, seat or support (ashraya) of avidya and thus advocate drsti- 
srsd-vada. It should, however, be remembered that this doctrine 
in Mandana and Vachaspati does not mean esse est perdpi for they 
do believe that the object (znsaya) of avidya, is Brahma itself and 
that avidya is also the positive stuff of which appearances are made 
and that the external objects exist outside of the individual per
cipients. Prakashananda perhaps is the only Advaitin who advo
cates drsti-srsti-vada in the sense of esse est perdpi denying the 
objective basis of the world and claiming that the jiva creates the 
objects during perception. However, he too believes not in sub
jective idealism but in absolute idealism, because the jiva is an 
appearance and the non-dual Brahma is the only reality. Except 
these three, almost all other Post-Shankara Advaitins believe that
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Brahma itself is both the support (dshraya) and the object (visaya) 
of avidya, as explained by Sureshvara and Padmapada.

With this background, let us now proceed to note the views of 
some of these eminent Advaitins regarding mdyd or avidya. Mdyd, 
avidya, adhyasa and vivarta are often used as synonymous in 
Vedanta. The two schools in post-Shankara advaita are divided on 
the question whether maya and avidya are identical or different. 
The general trend of the advaitins including Shankara himself has 
been to treat these two terms as synonymous and to distinguish 
between the two aspects of maya or avidya, which are called avarana 
and viksepa, the former being the negative aspect of concealment 
and the latter the positive aspect of projection. The advocates of 
the other school bring out the following differences between maya 
and avidya. Mdyd is the indefinable, inseparable and positive power 
of Brahma which projects this world of appearances, while avidya 
is negative in character being pure ignorance or absence of 
knowledge. Secondly, mdyd, the cosmic power of projection, 
conditions Ishvara who is not affected by avidya; while avidya, the 
individual ignorance, conditions the jivcu Brahma reflected in 
mdyd is Ishvara and Brahma reflected in avidya or antahkarana is 
jiva. Thirdly, mdyd is made mostly of sattva guna, while avidya is 
made of all the three gunas. But really speaking, the two schools 
are not opposed. Both the schools agree that Ishvara is ever free 
from ignorance and that in Him sattva predominates. Hence, 
whether concealment and projection are treated as two aspects of 
the same power or the former is called avidya and the latter maya, 
the difference is only in words.

Again, the Advaitins mostly agree in treating mdyd or avidya 
as an inseparable power (shakti) of Brahma, as beginningless 
(anddi), as something positive (bhava-rupa), the objective stuff the 
appearances are made of, as Illusion or superimposition (bhranti 
or adhyasa), which conceals (avarana) the nature of Brahma and 
projects (viksepd) the world of plurality on it, as indescribable and 
indefinable for it can be described neither as real nor unreal nor 
both (sadasadaniruachamya), as removable by right knowledge 
(vijhana-nirasya)1 and as essentially self-contradictory and incon
sistent (durghata) in nature which defies all logic (pramandsahisnu)

1. anädi bhavarüpam yad vijrtänena villyate I 
tad ajnànam.... Tattvapradipikà, p. 57.
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and is ultimately cancelled as illusory when the ground reality is 
realised; and as such its relation with Brahma is in-explicable for 
it is neither identity nor difference nor both; it is called tadatmya* 
or false identification which reveals the impossibility of 
real relation.

Avidya, says Mandana, is illusion or false appearance 
(mithyabhdsa) , because it is neither the characteristic nature 
(svabhdva) of Brahma nor an entity different from Brahma 
(arthdntaram). It is indescribable either as real or as unreal 
(anirvachaniya). It is not real for it is cancelled afterwards; it is 
not unreal like a sky-flower for it does appear as real and serves 
our practical purpose. All philosophers, says Mandana, in order 
to be consistent must necessarily accept it as such.1

Mandana and Vachaspati both believe that the locus (dshraya) 
of avidya is the individual jiva and not Brahma, for Brahma is pure 
consciousness which avidya cannot even touch. It is true that jivas 
themselves are the product of avidya and so avidya should not 
depend on them. But this, says Mandana, should not shock us 
because avidya itself is an inconsistent category and so its relation 
with the jivas is also inconsistent.2 Mandana agrees with 
Avidyopadanabhedavadins who say that avidya and jivas, like seed 
and sprout, depend on each other in a beginningless cycle.5 
Through inherent avidya the jivas become entangled in the cycle 
of birth and death and through adventitious vidyk they become 
liberated.4 Vachaspati says that Brahma is associated with two kinds 
of avidya (avidyd-dvitaya-sachiva) .5 One is psychological ignorance 
which is, as explained by the commentator Amalananda, ‘the 
preceding* series of beginningless false impressions 
(puivdpuwabhrama-samskdra) . The other is an objective entity 
forming the material cause of the mind as well as of the material 
world outside. It is the material stuff the appearances are made 
of. The jiva arises due to a false illusion which itself is due to 
another previous false illusion and so on ad infinitum. Vachaspati 
makes it clear that though the locus of avidya is the jiva, the object 
of avidya is Brahma itself, which it hides and through which it

1. sarvapravadibhishcha ittham iyam astheya. - Brahmasiddhi, p. 9.
2. anupapadyamanarthaiva hi maya. ¡ b id p. 10.
3. Ibid., p. 10.
4. Ibid., p. 12.
5. Bhamati, opening verse.
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makes its appearances appear. An appearance, in order to appear, 
must be confused with Brahma. An appearance is an appearance 
because it is wrongly identified with the self-revealing conscious
ness and is thus given a semblance of reality. It is afterwards 
sublated by right knowledge.

Except Mandana, Vachaspati and Prakashananda, all other 
eminent advaitins maintain that Brahma itself is both the locus 
and the object of avidyd. All of them also maintain that avidyd is 
the beginningless positive wrong knowledge which is indefinable 
either as real or as unreal or as both and which is removable by 
right knowledge. Sureshvara says that avidyd is a beginningless 
error, the root-cause of samsdra, is indescribable either as real or 
as unreal, is an inconsistent and self-contradictory category which 
can be annuled by right knowledge.1 It is based on Brahma and 
yet it is a baseless illusion (for Brahma is not touched by it) 
opposed to all reason and cannot stand a logical scrutiny even as 
darkness cannot stand the sun.2

Padmapada distinguishes between two meanings of falsehood 
(mithyd). It may mean, firstly, simple negation (apahnava-vachana), 
and secondly, something indescribable (anirvachaniyatd-vachana) A 
Avidyd is indescribable either as real or as unreal and is an in
consistent category. It is an expert in making even the impossible 
appear as possible.'1 Brahma associated with vidya or avidyd is the 
cause of this world-appearance. Prakashatma, in his Vivarana, ex
plains three possible alternatives: (1) Both Brahma and mdya, like 
two twisted threads of a rope, are the joint cause of this world;
(2) Brahma having mdya as its power is the cause; and (3) Brahma 
having mdya supported on it is the cause. But in all these 
alternatives, it is the Brahma which is the cause since mdya is 
treated as dependent on it.

Sarvajhatma-Muni says that avidyd, resting on Brahma and 
obscuring its real nature, gives rise to threefold appearances; God, 
soul and nature. All the three arise together and vanish together. 
When Brahma is associated with avidya, there are two false enti
ties, (1) avidyd, and (2) Brahma associated with avidyd. The Real

1. Naiskarmyasiddhi, II, 103; III, 111.
2. seyam bhrantir niralamba saivanyayavirodhini I sahate na vicharam sa tamo yad

vad divakaram II I b i d Ill, 66.
3. Pahchapadika, p. 4.
4. asambhavanlyavabhasachatura hi s2. Ibid,, p. 23.
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is the Pure Brahma, the true ground (adhisthana) underlying all 
appearances. Brahma associated with avidyd is only a false support 
(adhdrci). Sarvajnatma clarifies the distinction between adhisthana 
and ddhdra and maintains that avidyd resides neither in the jiva 
nor in Pure Brahma, but in Brahma which appears to support the 
threefold appearances by revealing itself asjivas and jagat (pratyak- 
chit).'

Post-Sharikara Vedantins make it clear that indescribability in. 
Vedanta does not mean ‘absolute indescribability* or avachyatd, 
but only indescribability either as real or as unreal or as both, i.e., 
sadasadanirvachaniyatd, and that this indcfinability which brings 
out the self-contradictory nature of avidyd is not its defect, but its 
merit.

Vimuktatma (llth-12th cen.) says that avidyd is indescribable 
in the sense that it cannot be described either as real or as unreal, 
and not in the sense that nothing whatsoever can be said about 
it.2 This indefinability or inconsistency of avidyd is not its defect, 
but its merit.3 Shriharsa (12th cen.), Chitsukha (13th cen.) and 
Anandajnana (13th cen.) refute Udayana’s criticism that ‘indefin- 
ability* means the inability to define or describe (nirukti-viraha) 
by explaining that indefinability means that all possible ways in 
which the opponent wants to describe a thing are proved to be 
self-contradictory and so untenable. Shriharsa says that indefin
ability is the very nature of all objects of thought, for all that can 
be grasped by thought cannot be described either as real or as 
unreal and is, therefore, found to be self-contradictory and false.4 
Chitsukha remarks that the knowers of Vedanta declare that to 
be ‘indescribable’ which cannot be grasped by any category of 
thought and described either as real or as unreal.5 Anandajnana 
also says that the essence of indescribability lies in proving that 
all possible ways in which the opponent wants to describe a thing 
are untenable.6 It is exactly this character of being indefinable

1. Sañkscpa-Shñritaka, II, 211.
2. sadasattvábhyám anirvachanlyá, na punar avachyá. Ista-siddhi, p. 35/
3. durghatatvam avidyáyá bhúsanam na tu dü§anam. —i b i d I, 140.
4. rneyasvabhávanugárniníyam anirvachaníyata. —Khandana-khanda-khádya^ p. 32
5. pratyckam sadasattvábhyám vichárapadavím na yat I gáhatc tad anirváchyam

ahur vedántavcdinah II —Tattvapraddpiká, p. 79.
6. ycna yena prakárena paro nirvaktum ichchati I tena tcnátmanáyogas tad- 

anirváchyatá mata II Tarka-samgraha, p. 136.
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either as real or as unreal that constitutes the falsity of all world- 
objects. Vidyaranya Svami (14th cen.) explains that this empirical 
world of mdya is known in three ways by three kinds of knowledge: 
When it is experienced by empirical knowledge (bukika-bodha) 
through sense-organs and thought-forms it is taken as real (vaslavi) 
for all practical purposes; when it is critically analysed through 
reason (yauktika-bodha), it turns out to be indefinable either as 
real or as unreal or as both (aniruachaniya) and is therefore treated 
as philosophically false; and when Brahma, its ground-reality is 
realised through immediate experience generated by the 
mahdvakyas of the shruti (shrauta-bodha), it is at once realised as 
totally unreal (tuchchha) .* When Brahma is realised avidyd or mdyd 
with all its appearances is realised as something which never was, 
never is and never shall be.2

HI. ATMA OR BRAHMA

In the previous chapter we have explained the nature of Alma or 
Brahma according to Shankaracharya.5 All post-Shankara advaitins 
accept it. All of them maintain that the eternal non-dual Self 
which underlies the world-appearance is self-shining and self-proved 
ultimate reality which is at once self-revealing consciousness and 
ineffable bliss. As the self-revealing foundation of all knowledge 
and experience it is beyond proof, disproof, doubt and denial. 
It is beyond origination, annihilation, change and momentariness 
because all these notions presuppose it. This eternal self-luminous 
consciousness is not subject to rising and setting.4 All means of 
cognition (pramdna) presuppose the Self and cannot prove or 
disprove it.5 The Self is the judge presupposing whose existence 
and to whom addressing their case, philosophers, like lawyers, 
propelled by heated and headaching arguments, feverishly fight 
and delude each other.6

Chitsukhacharya defines self-revelation (svaprakasha) as that

1. tuchchhâ’nirvachaniyâ cha vâstavï chctyasau tridhä I jneyâ mâyâ tribhir bodhaih 
shrauia-yauktika-laukikaih II Panchadashi

2. Vivaranaprameyasamgraha, p. 175.
3. see supra, pp. 185-8.
4. nodeti nästametyekä samvid e$ä svayamprabhä. - Panchadashi, I, 7.
5. yato râddhih pramànânâm sa katham laih prasiddhyati?
6. imam präshnikam uddishya tarkajvara-bhrshäturäh I tvâchchhiraska-vachojâlair 

mohayant!taretaram II Naifkarmya-siddhi, 11, 59.
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which is immediate (aparoksa) even though it cannot be known 
as an object of thought (avedya).1 This definition, says Chitsukha, 
has the merit of distinguishing self-revealing consciousness 
(svaprakasha chit) from the external objects like pot, cloth, etc., 
and the mental objects like pleasure, pain, etc., on the one hand, 
and dream-objects and erroneous objects like rope-snake, shell- 
silver, etc., on the other hand. The external objects like pot, cloth, 
etc., and the mental objects like pleasure, pain, etc., are direcdy 
perceived and in this sense may be called ‘immediate1, but they 
are known as objects of thought and are perceived through the 
vrtti of the internal organ (vrtti-bhasya) . On the other hand, 
‘objects* in dream and error are not perceived through the vrtti 
of the internal organ but are directly illumined by the sdksi (sdksi- 
bhdsya) and in this sense they are not perceived like real objects, 
yet, being illusory superimpositions, they cannot be called imme
diate. Hence, self-revealing consciousness alone can be called im
mediate even though it cannot be known as an object of thought.2

Moreover, says Chitsukha, besides being immediate, self-revela
tion can also be inferred. The inference is as follows:

Immediate Experience (anubhutih) is self-revealing 
(svayam-prakashd) , because it is immediate; That which is 
not immediate cannot be self-revealing, as for example, 
a pot.3

Chitsuka says that our empirical experience itself points to the 
immediate self-revealing consciousness as its undeniable founda
tion. This Sfclf-revealing consciousness transcends the trinity of 
knowledge, knower and known, and should not be mistaken as 
self-consciousness which presupposes subject-object duality. It is 
Immediate Experience which is at once eternal bliss.

IV. ISHVARA, JIVA AND SAKSl

In the previous chapter we have explained the nature of these 
three4 and its repetition here is not required. We will deal here

1. na tavat svaprakashe lak$anasambhavah avedyatve sari aparok$a-vyavaharayo 
gyatayastallak$anatvat. — Tattvapradipika, p. 9.

2. Ibid., pp. 9-11.
3. anubhurih svayamprakasha, anubhuritvat, yannaivam tannaivam yatha ghaiah, 

ityanumanam. —Ibid., p. 11.
4. see supra, pp. 189-93.
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with the theories regarding ishvara and jiva, which the post- 
Sharikara advaitins have woven. According to some, Ishvara is the 
reflection of Brahma in maya, while jiva is the reflection of Brahma 
in avidya (antahkarana). Some regard jiva as the reflection of 
Ishvara. According to others, Brahma, limited or conditioned by 
maya is Ishvara, while Brahma limited or condidoned by avidya 
or antahkarana (which is a product of amdya) is jiva. The former 
view is called Reflection Theory (pratibimba-vada) and the latter 
Limitation Theory (avachchheda-váda). The defect in Reflection 
Theory is that Brahma and maya both being formless, how can 
a formless original be reflected in a formless receptacle? To avoid 
this difficulty, some have suggested the identity of the original and 
the reflected image (bimba-pratibimbábhedaváda). But this too 
cannot be accepted. The defect in Limitation Theory is as to how 
can maya limit the limitless Brahma? Those who do not agree.^yith 
either of these theories have suggested a third, called Appearance 
Theory (ábhása-váda) according to which Ishvara and jivas are 
inexplicable appearances of Brahma. Shañkara himself favours 
Appearance Theory. Shañkara uses the similes of the reflection 
of Sun or Moon in the waves or in different vessels of water and 
the simile of the reflection of red colour of the japá-flower in the 
white crystal, as well as the simile of the limitation of the universal 
space (mahakasha) as the different ‘spaces in the jars' (ghatakdsha) , 
and of course, the similes of water and waves, of rope-snake, of 
shell-silver and of mirage which clearly show the illusory nature 
of change. The similes of reflection and limitation are used to 
show that reflection and limitation are not real, but mere appear
ances. Gaudapáda also uses the simile of universal space and ‘spaces 
in the jars' in order to show the unreality of limitation; the Self 
only appears as the jivas.1 He also uses the simil^ of the rope- 
snake.2 The similes of reflection and limitation are used only as 
metaphors for% their suggestive value and should not be taken 
literally and woven into theories. Ishvara and jivas are the 
inexplicable appearances of Brahma due to maya or avidya.

Regarding saksi, some advaitins make a distinction between 
íshvára-saksi and jiva-sdkji. Some believe that there is only one 
saksi in all the jivas, while others believe that each jiva has a sakji

1. Kärikä, III, 3-8.
2. Ibid., II, 17-18.
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of his own. Really speaking, the distinction among Ishvara, jiva 
and saksi is valid only in empirical life; ultimately all the three are 
Brahma itself. Ishvara, jiva and jagat are appearances projected 
by mdyd\ they arise together and they vanish together when mdyd 
is cancelled.

V. OBJECTIONS AGAINST MAYA AND ADVAITA
ANSWERED

The post-Shankara non-advaita Vedantins have been criticising 
the doctrine of mdyd or avidyd and have been rejecting advaita. 
The advaitins have not only answered these objections, but have 
also attacked and refuted the views of these Vedantins. Most of 
the objections against mdyd or avidyd are based on the famous 
seven charges (anupapatti) levelled against it by Ramanujacharya 
(1017-1137). These are as follows:

(1) Ashraydnupapatti: There is no locus or support (ashraya) 
of mdyd or avidyd. It cannot reside in Brahma for then 
the non-dualism of Brahma would break down; moreover, 
Brahma is pure consciousness, then how can avidyd or 
ignorance exist in it? Again, avidyd, cannot reside in the 
jiva or the individual self, for the jiva himself is said to 
be a creation of avidyd; then how can the cause depend 
for its existence on its own effect? Hence, avidyd cannot 
exist anywhere. If it resides anywhere, it resides only in 
the mind of the advaitin who has imagined this wonderful 
pseudo-concept, this logical myth.

(2) Tirodhdndnupapatti: How can avidyd act as a veil and 
conceal (tirodhdna) the nature of Brahma? Brahma is 
said to be self-luminous consciousness, then how can 
Ignorance cover or conceal it? It is as absurd as to say 
that darkness can hide light or that night can act as a 
veil on day.

(3) Svarupanupapatti: Avidyd has no nature (svarupa) of its
own. Is it positive or negative or both or neither? If it 
is positive, how can it be absence of knowledge? And how 
can it be removable by right knowledge as no positive 
entity can be removed by knowledge? And then the non
dualism of Brahma will be thrown overboard. And if 
avidyd is negative, then how can it project this world- 
illusion on Brahma? To say that avidyd is both positive
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and negative is to embrace self-contradiction. And to 
admit that it is neither is to give up all logic.

(4) Aniruachaniydnupapatti: Avidya is defined as indefinable; 
it is described as indescribable (anirvachaniya). To avoid 
this self-contradiction, the advaitin says that ‘indescribable’ 
means that which cannot be described either as real or 
as unreal. But this is absurd because reality and unreality 
are exhaustive and exclusive. They are contradictories 
not contraries. A thing must be either real or unreal. 
To maintain a third alternative is to violate the Law of 
Contradiction and the Law of Excluded Middle.

(5) Pramananupapatti: There is no pramana or means of valid 
cognition to prove avidya. It cannot be perceived, for 
perception can give us an entity or a non-entity. It cannot 
be inferred, for it lacks a middle term or a valid reason. 
Nor can it be proved by scripture, for it declares mdyd 
as God’s real power of creation.

(6) Nivartakanupapatti: There is no remover (nivartaka) of 
avidya. The advaitin believes that indeterm inate 
knowledge of unqualified Brahma removes avidya. Now 
knowledge is essentially determinate and there can be no 
indeterminate knowledge. Also, reality is always an 
identity-in-difference and Brahma, the highest reality, can 
never be an undifferentiated and unqualified Being. 
Hence the supposed indeterminate knowledge of 
unqualified Brahma being impossible, there can be no 
remover of avidya.

(7) Nivrtyanupapatti: There is no removal (nivrtti) of avidya, 
for avidya is said to be positive and a positive entity cannot 
be removed by knowledge.

All these charges of Ramanuja are based on the misunderstand
ing of the meaning of avidya or maya. The advaitin admits that 
it is a self-contradictory category which defies all logic. Avidya is 
transcendental Ignorance which is the source of all empirical 
thought and logic and so cannot be explained by it. Ramanuja 
mistakes it as a ‘real entity’ and demands a seat and a pramana 
for it. The advaitin says that Brahma is the support of avidya and 
as avidya is not real, Brahma remains the only reality and non
dualism is not destroyed. Some advaitins maintain that jiva may
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be taken as the support of avidya in the sense that they go on 
determining each other in a beginningless cycle. Ramanuja him
self, when he fails to explain the cause of bondage of the pure 
soul, falls back upon the notion that the relation of karma and 
avidya with the individual soul which is treated as intrinsically 
pure is beginningless. Avidya does not really affect Brahma even 
as a rope-snake does not affect the rope. Avidya does not really 
conceal Brahma even as a cloud does not conceal the sun, though 
it may hide it from our vision. Again, avidya is called positive to 
emphasise the fact that it is not merely negative. In fact, it is 
neither positive nor negative. There is no point in saying that 
indescribability of avidya either as real or as unreal is self-contra
dictory, when the advaitin himself admits it. But its self-contradic
tory nature is realised only when one rises above it by realising 
Brahma and not before, just as the unreality of a dream or of an 
illusion is realised only on waking or on knowing the ground on 
which the illusory object is superimposed.

Again, ‘real’ and ‘unreal* in advaita are used in the absolute 
sense. Real means ‘absolutely real’, eternal and unchanging, al
ways and everywhere, and Brahma alone is real in this sense; 
unreal means ‘absolutely unreal* in all the three tenses like a ‘sky- 
flower* or a ‘barren woman’s son’ which no worldly object is. And 
in this sense, these two terms are neither contradictories nor 
exhaustive. Hence the Law of Contradiction and the Law of Ex
cluded Middle are not overthrown. The Law of Contradiction is 
maintained since all that can be contradicted is declared to be 
false. The Caw of Excluded Middle- is not violated because, ‘ab
solutely real* and ‘absolutely unreal* are not exhaustive and admit 
of the third alternative, the ‘relatively real* to which belong all 
world-objects. Again, since avidya is only a superimposition it 
vanishes when the ground-reality, the Brahma, is immediately 
realised, just as the rope-snake vanishes for good, when the rope 
is known. Avidya can be removed only by the immediate intuitive 
knowledge of Reality, which is the cause of liberation. Removal 
of avidya, Brahma-realisation and attainment of moksa or libera
tion are one and the same, the self-luminous Real. Ramanuja 
himself admits that immediate intuitive realisation of the Real is 
the only cause of liberation, though he calls it highest (para) 
bhakti which dawns by the grace of God.

Venkatanatha, also known as Vedanta-deshika, a great follower



232 The Advaita Tradition in Indian Philosophy

of Ramanuja has made a vigorous attack on advaita in his work 
Shatadusani (‘Century of Defects’).1 Most of these charges are 
either repetitions with minor variations or deal with minor points 
of detail or are of theological and sectarian interest carrying little 
philosophic or truly religious value. These objections have been 
successfully answered by the advaitins. Even in our times, 
Mahamahopadhyaya Pt. Anantakrisna Shastri has written his Shata- 
bhusani (‘Century of Merits’) in refutation of Shatadusani. We 
present here some of the most important charges of Verikatanatha 
and their replies by the advaitins:

(1) If Brahma is qualityless and indeterminate then there can 
be no inquiry into its nature, for all inquiries are possible about 
qualified objects only. No knowledge, whether general or specific, 
is possible about an unqualified Brahma. Again, if Brahma is 
beyond thought and language, the Vedanta-texts would not reveal 
it and this.knowledge of Brahma would be false and would not 
lead to liberation.

The advaitin replies that the opponent is confusing between 
the relative and the absolute standpoints. The Vedanta-texts do 
not say that Brahma can be known as an ‘object’ of thought; they 
reveal Brahma as transcendent to thought and language and teach 
that Brahma being the self-luminous Self is realised through 
immediate experience. Thought, language and the Vedanta-texts 
are transcended only on Brahma-realisation, not before. They 
work efficiently on the empirical level and point to immediate 
experience as the ultimate goal.

(2) Liberation can be obtained by devotion and action and not 
by mere knowledge. Even all illusions do not vanish by a mere 
knowledge of them. A jaundiced person continues to see white 
things ‘yellow* even after knowing the truth and can be cured only 
by taking medicine. If mere knowledge of unity-texts leads to 
liberation then all those scholars who know their meaning should 
have obtained liberation.

The advaitin replies that illusions can be removed only by 
knowledge and by nothing else. Let there be no illusion about 
this. If a person knows that he is suffering from jaundice and the

1. In this work 66 charges are found. So cither this work as available now is
incomplete or the word 'shata' (hundred) is used here in the general sense of
‘many’. For a summary of these charges the interested reader is referred to Dr.
S.N. Dasgupta’s History of Indian Phibsophy, Vol. Ill, pp. 304-46.
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‘yellowness’ belongs to the bile and not to perceived objects, then 
certainly he is not labouring under an illusion, though suffering 
he might be from a disease. Again, Brahma-knowledge is not 
verbal knowledge but knowledge which has culminated in imme
diate experience through removal of avidya.

(3) If the world is false because it is knowable, then Brahma 
too, being knowable, would be equally false. Again, if the world 
is false there is no sense in saying that it is negated by right 
knowledge.

The reply is that the world is false because it is indescribable 
either as real or as unreal. Everything which is knowable as ‘ob
ject’ of thought is false in this sense. But Brahma is the transcen
dental ground of all empirical knowledge and stands self-lumi
nous and self-proved. It is not ‘knowable’ as an object of thought 
Again, it is only the false that can be negated.

(4) If the world is false because it is indescribable either as real 
or as unreal, then Brahma too should be false because it also is 
indescribable either as real or as unreal.

The reply is that Brahma is ‘indescribable* in the sense that 
being transcendent to thought and language, it cannot be grasped 
by any category of thought. But as the ground of all experience 
it shines as the only self-proved Real.

(5) Differences cannot be denied. The so-called ‘absence of 
difference’ is itself different from ‘difference’ and therefore estab
lishes the reality of difference. Moreover, without difference there 
can be no identity also for the two terms are relative and insepa
rable.

The advaitin replies that difference cannot be real for as a 
category of thought it is a projection of avidya on the transcen
dental unity. So ‘absence of difference’ does not establish differ
ence but only the transcendental unity. The advaitin admits that 
identity and difference are categories of thought and are empiri
cally relative terms and so bare identity and bare difference are 
mere abstractions. He also admits that identity-in-difference is the 
highest category for thought, but it is not the highest reality, for 
the Real is beyond all categories of thought. ‘Advaita* does not 
mean formal identity; it means, on the other hand, ‘transcenden
tal unity’, which is beyond all categories of thought including the 
category of unity and shines as their ground-reality.

(6) The falsity of the world is proved by logical proofs which
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are themselves false. The distinction between the empirical and 
the absolute standpoints is a distinction within thought itself and 
therefore by its own logic false. So the falsity of the falsity of the 
world establishes the reality of the world.

The advaitin replies that the world is false because it is super
imposed on the ground-reality of Brahma. And so the falsity of 
the falsity of the world does not reinstate the reality of the im
posed world but the reality of the ground. Again, the distinction 
between the two standpoints is ultimately transcended, yet on the 
phenomenal sphere it reigns supreme.

VI. DIFFERENCE REFUTED AND ADVAITA ESTABLISHED

Mandana refutes difference by means of dialectical arguments. 
We do not perceive any ‘difference*. Three alternatives are pos
sible regarding perception: (1) perception may manifest a posi
tive object; (2) it may distinguish an object from other objects; 
and (3) it may manifest a posidve object and may also disdnguish 
it from other objects. In the third alternadve again there are three 
possibilities: (a) manifestation of a posidve object and its distinc
tion from other objects may be simultaneous; (b) first there may 
be positive manifestation and then negative distinction; and (c) 
first there may be negative distinction and then positive manifes
tation.1

Now, in the first alternative where only a positive object is 
manifested, no ‘difference* is perceived. The second alternative 
is untenable because, pure negation is an impossibility. Perception 
always manifests some positive object; it does not negate anything. 
Hence perception cannot reveal mere difference.2 Possibilities (a) 
and (c) of the third alternative are untenable, for positive mani
festation and negative distinction can be neither simultaneous 
nor can there be first negative distinction without positive mani
festation. Negation is necessarily rooted in affirmation. Difference 
or distinction is a relation between two positive objects which it 
presupposes. Even the negation of a non-entity like the sky-flower 
is only a denial of the false relation between two positive entities, 
the sky and the flower. Possibility (b) of the third alternative is

1. Brahmasiddhi, p. 44.
2. Ibid., p. 39.
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also untenable, for perception is one unique process and there 
cannot be two or more moments in it.1

Further, Mandana points out that unity and difference cannot 
be combined like light and darkness. And, to say, like the Bud
dhist, that difference alone is real and unity an appearance, is 
highly absurd, for if difference be the very nature of things, then 
there would be no difference among them at all. Again, differ
ence being ‘formless’, the objects themselves would* be ‘formless*. 
Again, difference being of the nature of negation, objects them
selves would be of the nature of negation. Again, difference being 
dual or plural, no object would be the same single object for the 
same thing cannot be both one and many.2

Hence, it has to be admitted that unity alone is real and dif
ference is only an appearance. Difference in qualities does not 
imply difference in reality. Just as the same fire has diverse activi
ties of burning, cooking and illuminating, similarly it is the ex
traordinary potency of the one.supreme Brahma that enables it 
to appear as this diverse phenomenal world.5

Vimuktatma in his Ista-siddhi, Shriharsa in his Khandana-khanda- 
khadya, Chitsukha in his Tattva-pradipika, Madhusudana in his 
Advaita-siddhi and Nrsimhashrama in his Bheda-dhikkdra have en
tered into a trenchent dialectical refutation of difference and 
have established advaita. The essence of their arguments is as 
follows: Brahma is non-dual transcendental unity which is beyond 
all thought-categories. The manifold world is an appearance of 
Brahma and there can be no relation between them, neither that 
of unity noj^that of difference nor that of both. The world there
fore is false and with it all its ‘difference’ is also false. Neither 
perception nor inference nor any other means of cognition can 
prove ‘difference’ nor contradict non-duality of Brahma because 
Brahma or the pure Self is the foundation of all means of cog
nition and all proof, disproof, doubt and denial. Difference is due 
to avidyd and its empirical validity is not questioned; only its 
ultimate reality is denied. To contradict advaita, therefore, is 
impossible.

1. Ibid., pp. 39-45.
2. Ibid., pp. 47-48.
3. Ibid., pp. 54-55.
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VII. FURTHER DIALECTICAL EXPOSITION OF THE 
ULTIMATE UNREALITY OF THE WORLD

Shriharsa and Chitsukha undertake a thorough inquiry into the 
nature of the categories and concepts of thought and point out 
their utter dialectical hollowness. Their main polemic is against 
Nyaya. Nyaya and Mimarhsa have given various definitions of right 
knowledge (prama), of the means of right knowledge (pramana), 
of the various categories of experience (paddrtha) and of the 
concepts involved in these categories. Shriharsa and Chitsukha 
take all these definitions one by one and with their irresistable 
dialectic tear them into pieces pointing out that they are all ‘baseless 
fabrics of a vision that leaves nothing behind.’

Chitsukha has commented on the Khandana of Shriharsa and 
has also written an independent work Tattvapradipika, popularly 
known after him as Chitsukhi. The criticisms offered by Shriharsa 
and Chitsukha are mostly destructive. Shriharsa’s work is mainly 
polemical. Like the Madhyamika, he has no thesis of his own to 
prove and no definitions to offer. He mainly refutes the defini
tions of Nyaya writers. He often criticises the language of the 
definitions rather than their thought. Dr. S.N. Dasgupta is right 
in remarking: ‘If these criticisms had mainly been directed to
wards the defects of Nyaya thought, later writers would not have 
been forced to take the course of developing verbal expressions 
(in order to avoid the criticisms of Shriharsa) at the expense of 
philosophical profundity and acuteness. Shriharsa may therefore 
be said to be the first great writer who is responsible indirectly 
for the growth of verbalism in later Nyaya though t’̂.1 Shriharsa has 
written a long introduction (Bhumika) to his Khandana, which is 
an excellent piece of literary and philosophical merit and is free 
from formal verbalism often found in the main body of the work 
and gives us a good summary of his philosophy. Chitsukha in 
addition to refuting Nyaya definitions also refutes other defini
tions. He also gives us an accurate analysis and an elaborate 
interpretation of the main concepts of advaita. Thus he fulfils the 
work left unaccomplished by Shriharsa.

All that is known (prameya) has a defined real existence, says 
the Naiyayika. All that is known is indefinable and therefore unreal, 
rejoin Shriharsa and Chitsukha. Thought which works with its

1. History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. II, p. 146.
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concepts and categories and presupposes the subject-object dual
ity is necessarily relational. All objects of thought are relational 
and therefore indefinable either as real or as unreal or as both. 
Hence they are false.

The opponent objects: If you are unable to describe and define 
the world-objects, you should go to some learned teachers and 
learn how to describe and define the objects of thought. Shriharsa 
replies: This contemptuous outburst of the opponent would have 
been valid only if we had said that some particular person or 
persons was or were unable to define world-objects due to his or 
their lack of learning. Our contention, which the opponent has 
hopelessly missed, is that indefinability is the very nature of all 
world-experiences. All that can be known as an object of thought 
necessarily turns out to be indefinable either as real or as unreal 
or as both and therefore self-contradictory and false. Our oppo
nent seems to be proud of his ability to define the world, but we 
shatter his false pride by pointing out to him that his definitions, 
by his own logic, are found to be self-contradictory and false.1

The opponent here strongly objects by saying that Shriharsa 
is indulging in logical quibbling. The advaitin says that he has no 
thesis of his own to prove, no definitions to offer and he even 
goes to the extent of saying that he has no logic of his own 
because all arguments are self-contradictory. The advaitin is 
indulging in manifest self-contradiction. Even to say that the world 
is indefinable is to define it as indefinable; even to say that reality 
is indescribable is to describe it as indescribable. The advaitin is 
applying all the categories to reality and yet shamelessly says that 
reality is beyond all the four categories of thought.2 If all argu
ments are self-contradictory, then this argument of the advaitin, 
by his own logic is also self-contradictory. Hence, the advaitin has 
no right to enter into a fruitful philosophical discussion or even 
to utter a word.

Shriharsa, like Nagarjuna and Chandraklrti, faces these objec
tions boldly. He replies: It is not necessary that each participant

1. yadapi nirvaktum asamarthye gurava upasyantam yebhyo niruktayah shiksyantc 
iti upalambhavachanam tat tada shobheta yadi meya-svabhavanugaminlyam 
anirvachaniyateti na briiyuh vaktrdosat iti cha vadeyuh. Khandana, pp. 31-2.

2. tattvc dvi-tri-chatu§kop-vyudasena yathayatham I niruchyamanc nirlajjair 
anirvachyatvam uchyatc II —Nyayasiddhanjana, p. 93.
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in a discussion must have a view of his own or must accept the 
reality of logic. What is necessary for a fruitful discussion is that 
both the participants must accept, during discussion, the common 
rules of logic. The advaitin, during discussion, accepts provision
ally the rules of logic which the opponent accepts as true and 
shows to the opponent that his (opponent’s) view, by his own 
logic, is self-contradictory and therefore false. Rejection of all 
views is itself not a view. Shriharsa frankly admits that he is not 
denying the empirical validity of logic or thought. In the empiri
cal world thought undoubtedly reigns supreme and its authority 
cannot be questioned here. But thought itself points to its own 
limitations and finally merges in non-dual immediate experience. 
The highest philosophy is the philosophy of transcendent Silence. 
Reality is the eternal non-dual Self which is pure consciousness, 
self-shining and self-proved, being the foundation of all thought- 
categories, all affirmation, denial, doubt and discussion. Reality 
is indefinable or indescribable because it is beyond thought as its 
undeniable self-shining foundation. The world of plurality is in
definable or indescribable either as real or as unreal or as both 
and is therefore self-contradictory and false. Even the distinction 
between the empirical and the ultimate is a distinction made by 
thought and is within thought. Reality is advaita or non-dual 
consciousness which is transcendent to sense, thought and lan
guage and is to be realised in immediate experience. Hence, says 
Shriharsa, the advaitin is not interested in weaving views about 
Reality, which cannot grasp it. He has no thesis to prove, no 
argument to offer, no contention to support. He is only interested 
in showing to the opponent that his (opponent’s) position, from 
his own logic, is found to be self-contradictory and false.1 If the 
opponent accepts this, he is giving up his position and embracing 
advaita. If, on the other hand, the opponent challenges this, he 
is challenging the validity of his own logic and is thereby accept
ing advaita. In either case, therefore, advaita becomes estab
lished. Hence, it is proved that the entire world is indefinable 
either as real or as unreal or as both and is therefore, sclf-con-

1. na sädhviyam bhavatäm vichära-vyavasthä bhavatkalpita-vyavasthayaiva vyähatatväL 
Khancjana, p. 33.
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tradictory and false, as it is only a super-imposition on the ground- 
reality of Brahma.1

Chitsukha also observes that the world of plurality, when dia- 
lectically examined, is found to be indefinable either as real or 
as unreal. It can be proved neither by itself nor by anything else; 
it turns out to be a superimposition on the pure Self. Thus the 
falsity of the world is a proved fact.2

Again, there can be no relation between the self-revealing 
consciousness which is the ultimate knower (drk) and the object 
known (drshya). An object of knowledge turns out to be neither 
real nor unreal, like an illusory object. The subject-object relation 
is due to avidya and the object can be explained only as super
imposed on the subject. Hence, the self-revealing subject alone 
is real and it transcends the subject-object duality. The subject can 
never be related to the object. Chitsukha stresses that though the 
world is false, it is not absolutely unreal like the hare’s horn. The 
world is false only when the Absolute is realised. Till then, it is 
true for all practical purposes. Chitsukha admits the similarity of 
the Buddhist samvrti-satya with the Vedantic vyavahara-satya and 
defends the former against the attacks of Kumarila Bhatta. Kumarila 
criticises the distinction between the empirical and the ultimate 
truth. He says that samvrti or empirical truth is no truth at all. 
If samvrti is true, how can it be later set aside? And if it is false, 
how can it be treated as truth? Chitsukha’s reply is that samvrti 
is falsity which on account of ignorance is mistaken as truth. But 
as long as we are on the empirical plane, the workable truth of 
samvrti cannot be questioned.5

We have seen above that Shriharsa employs negative dialectic 
which very much resembles the Madhyamika dialectic of Nagarjuna

1. vyàvahârikïm pramànâdisattâm âdàya vichàràrambhah. Khandana, p. 10.
yo hi sarvam anirvachanïyasadasattvam brütc sa katham anirvachanïyatâsattva- 
vyavaslhitau paryanuyiijycta. Ibid., pp. 32-3.
tatah parakîyarïtyedam uchyate anirvachaniyatvam vishvasya paryavasyaiïti.
vastutastu vayam  svatahsiddhe chidâtmani Brahmatattve kevale.... sukham
àsmahe. Ibid., pp. 33-34.
Compare with the arguments of Chandrakirti on pp. supra. 60-61.

2. drshyaprapanchasya svatah paratah châsiddher drgâtmanyadhyastatayaiva siddhir 
iti siddham mithyâtvam. Tattvapradipikà, p. 32.

3. idamapyapâstam yadàhur Bhajtacharyah 'Samvrter natu satyatvara satyabhedah
kutonvayam 1 satyâ chct samvrtih keyam mrsà chet satyatâ katham 11' iti. vastuto-
satyasyaiva yâvad bâdham.... satyatvena svîkàrât Ibid., pp. 42-3.
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and Chandraklrti. Shriharsa himself admits the similarity between 
the two. He frankly says that the Madhyamika ‘shunya’ is not pure 
negation, but it means ‘relative’, because it is indescribable either 
as real or unreal or both. Shunyavada condemns thought as re
lational and its categories as fraught with inherent contradictions. 
This Madhyamika view, says Shrihar§a, cannot be refuted because 
so far as the world is concerned, it is the same as that of the 
Advaitin himself.1 Shriharsa openly declares that as both 
Shunyavada and Advaita Vedanta take all objects of thought as 
indefinable either as real or as unreal or as both and believe that 
the categories of thought are relational and fraught with inherent 
contradictions, the criticisms directed by both against all world- 
objects are valid against all views of all systems without any hin
drance.2 Shriharsa then points out the fundamental difference 
between Buddhist Shunyavada and Advaita Vedanta. Shunyavada, 
he says, regards everything including even consciousness to be 
indefinable either as real or as unreal and therefore relational 
and false; as Buddha has declared in the Lahkavatara (II, 175): 
All things which can be known as objects by thought have no 
reality of their own. They are therefore said to be indescribable 
(either as real or unreal or both) and so relational and false. But 
Vedanta makes an exception in favour of consciousness and the 
Brahmavadins declare everything except pure consciousness as 
indescribable and false.3 For Vedanta, says Shriharsa, conscious
ness is pure, eternal, non-dual, self-shining and self-proved and 
is the undeniable foundational Reality.4 He also says that the mo
mentary vijnana (of the Vijnanavadi Buddhist) cannot be treated 
as self-luminous because it is known as an object by the pure Self 
which alone is the self-luminous Reality. Advaita Vedanta alone, 
says Shriharsa, can be called Svaprakasha-Vijnanavada which up

1. Madhyamikadivagvyavah&ranam svarupapalapo na shakyate. Khandana, p. 21.
2. yadi shunyavadanirvachaniyapaksayor ashrayanam tada tavad amusam 

khandanavukiinam nirbadhaiva sarvapathinata. Ibid., p. 61.
3. Saugata-Brahmavadinor ayam vishe$ah yad adimah sarvamevanirvachanlyam 

vamayati, tadukiam Bhagavata Larikavatare: buddhya vivichyamananam svabhavo 
navadharyatc I ato nirabhilapyaste nihsvabhavashcha dcShitah II iti; 
vijhanavyatiriktam punaridam vishvam sadasadbhyam vilak$anam Brahmavadinah 
sangirante. Ibid., p. 31.

4. vijnanam tavat svaprakasham svata cva siddhasvarupam. Ibid., p. 21.
We know Shunyavada accepts Prajna-paramita as the ultimate Reality. See, 
supra pp.67-8.
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holds the reality of the self-shining and self-proved consciousness.
Madhva, the champion of the dvaita school of Vedanta and his 

follower Jaya-tlrtha have vigorously attacked the Advaitins and 
have been replied to by the latter with redoubled vigour. Vyâsatïrtha 
in his Nyàyàmrta and Râmâchârya in his Tarangint commentary on 
it undertake a detailed refutation of advaita and try to prove the 
reality of the world of difference by criticising Vàchaspati, 
Prakâshâtmâ, Shriharsa and Chitsukha. Madhusüdana Sarasvatï in 
his Advaita-siddhi has refuted the charges of Vyâsatïrtha and the 
controversy between these two great dialecticians has become 
classic.

Madhusüdana takes up the five principal definitions of falsity 
(mithyâtva) given by the Advaitins which are selected by Vyâsatïrtha 
for his attack and defends these by refuting the charges of 
Vyâsatïrtha against them:

(1) The first definition of falsity is given by Padmapâda in his 
Panchapàdikà and runs thus: ‘Falsity is the indescribability either 
as being or as non-being.M Vyâsatïrtha, like Râmânuja against 
avidyà, says that as being and non-being are contradictories, which 
are exclusive and exhaustive, there can be no third alternative and 
therefore both cannot be denied. Everything must necessarily be 
either being or non-being. The denial of both is against the Law 
of Excluded Middle and also against the Law of Contradiction.2 
Again, ‘different from being* means ‘non-being’ and ‘different 
from non-being* means ‘being’; so ‘different from being and non- 
being’ means ‘both being and non-being’ which is admitted to 
be self-contradictory by the Advaitin himself.

Madhusüdana replies that being and non-being are not exhaus
tive as these are used by us in their absolute sense and between 
the two is the third alternative, ‘the relative being’ to which belong 
the entire world-objects. So the Law of Excluded Middle is not 
violated. Again, as being and non-being belong to different or
ders of reality, there is no contradiction in their simultaneous 
affirmation or simultaneous denial. Moreover, non-contradiction 
is admitted as the test of truth and that which is contradicted is 
said to be false, so the Law of Contradiction is maintained in tact.

1. mithyashabdo'nirvachaniyatavachanah. sadasadvilak$anatvam anirvachaniyatvam. 
sattvanyattvabhyam anirvachaniyatvam mithyatvam.

2. For Ramanuja's similar objections and their reply, see supra, pp. 229-31.
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(2) The second definition of falsity is given by Prakashatma in 
Vivarana which runs thus: ‘Falsity is the counter-entity of an ab
solute negation with regard to the substratum in which it is 
cognised.*1 This means ‘falsity is that which can be denied at all 
times even where it appears to exist*. Vyasatirtha objects that if 
falsity is true, then non-dualism of Brahma will vanish; and if 
falsity is false, then the world will be true.2 Again, appearances are 
said to be ‘real* as long as they appear. Now, if they are denied 
even at the time of perception, then they are absolute non-being 
like the hare's horn. Again, the falsity of the world is also treated 
as false. Thus the falsity of the falsity of the world leads to the 
affirmation of the reality of the world.

Madhusudana Sarasvati refutes all these objections. To the 
objection that if falsity is true, then non-dualism of Brahma will 
vanish, Madhusudana replies that falsity is not true for it is set 
aside by knowledge and therefore non-dualism of Brahma is not 
destroyed. Moreover, as the world-appearance and its falsity are 
simultaneously removed by the same Brahma-knowledge, non
dualism remains in tact. And as falsity is not absolute unreality 
but only apparent reality, its falsity does not make the world real. 
To the objection that the falsity of the falsity of the world does 
lead to the affirmation of the reality of the world, Madhusudana 
replies that negation of negation in all cases does not mean 
reaffirmation. Negation of negation leads to affirmation only in 
those cases where the thing negated and the negation enjoy the 
same status and have identically the same scope. But when a 
negation negates both the thing and its negation, then negation 
of negation does not lead to affirmation.5 True negation is always 
a cancellation of illusion. Only the apparent can be negated and 
that which is negated must be false, for the real can never be 
negated. Negation is rooted in the real which is the negation of 
that negation and in itself is positive. If die object negated and 
its negation remain in the same ground, then negation of nega
tion does not re-instate die object negated but only the ground

1. pratipannopâdhau traikâlikaniçedhapratiyogitvam.
2. mithyätvam yadyabädhyam syât syâdadvaitamata-k$atih 1 mithyätvam yadi bädhyam 

syäjjagat-satyatvam âpatct 11 Nyäyämrta, p. 47.
3. yatra tu pratiyogi-nisedhayor apyubhayor niçcdhastatra na pratiyogisattvam.

Advaitasiddhi, pp. 105-6.
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on which negation rests. Negation of world-appearance is iden
tical with its ground Brahma, and therefore the negation of this 
negation does not re-instate the world, but reaffirms only Brahma, 
the ground-reality.1

To the objection that if world-appearances are denied even 
at the time of perception then they are absolutely unreal like the 
hare’s horn, Madhusudana replies that though ultimately the in
describable world-appearance (anirvachanlya) and the hare’s horn 
(tuchchha) are equally unreal, yet, empirically these two must be 
distinguished. The indescribable appearance, whether pratibhdsa 
(ordinary illusion) or vyavahara (world-illusion), does appear in 
knowledge as ‘real* and is mistaken as ‘real’ during perception, 
while the hare's horn cannot even appear in knowledge and is 
therefore called absolutely unreal. Moreover, appearances cannot 
be denied during perception when they are mistaken as ‘real’; 
these can be denied only when their ground-reality is known and 
then it is realised that these did not really exist even during 
perception.2

(3) The third definition of falsity is also by Prakashatma which 
runs thus: ‘Falsity is that which* though beginningless and positive 
is sublated by right knowledge.’3 Vyasatirtha objects that appear
ance or illusion cannot be beginningless nor can it be positive 
nor can die world be sublated by knowledge. Illusion is due to 
defects in the causes of knowledge and so knowledge sublates the 
non-existent thing. But the world is neither non-existent nor is 
its knowledge due to any defects. Hence it cannot be sublated by 
knowledge.

Madhusudana replies that though avidyd is neither positive nor 
negative, it is called ‘positive’ because it is not merely negative 
as it is generally mistaken to be. As Vyasatirtha himself admits that 
it is only the appearance of the non-existent ‘shell-silver’ as the 
existent ‘silver’ that is sublated, similarly the world-appearance, 
though ultimately unreal, is taken as ‘real’ during empirical life

1. prapancha-ni$edhadhikaranibhuta-Brahm&bhinnatvan.... mithyatva-mithyatve’pi 
prapanchasatyatvanupapatuh. Ibid.

2. traikalikani$edhaprauyogitvam yadyapi tuchchhanirvachaniyayoh sadharanam, 
tathapi kv'achidapyupadhau sattvena pratityanarhattvam atyantasattvam, tachcha 
shuktirupyc praparichc cha badhat purvam nastycveii na tuchchhatcvapattih. 
— Advaitasiddhi

3. anadi-bhavarupatve sati jnana-nivartyatvam.
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and is sublated by the immediate experience of Brahma, the ground 
on which it is super-imposed. The sublation of the illusory objects 
like ‘shell-silver* and also the world-objects is possible only when 
the ground-reality (shell in the former case and Brahma in the 
latter case) is directly realised and not before. The world-appear- 
ance is beginningless because its locus, Brahma, is beginningless.

(4) The fourth definition of falsity is given by Chitsukha in 
Tattvapradipika which is as follows: ‘Falsity is the counter-entity of 
its absolute negadon located in its own substratum.’1 Madhusudana 
explains it thus: ‘Falsity is the appearance in the locus of its absolute 
negation.*2 Vyasatlrtha objects that according to such definidons 
falsity becomes present as well as absent at the same dme and in 
the same locus. This reveals utter self-contradicdons in the Advaita 
position. This sweeps away all distinctions between existence and 
non-existence and as such even practical existence cannot be 
claimed for the world.3

Madhusudana replies that falsity (miihyatva) or avidyd is not 
reality, but a self-contradictory appearance, so it is possible for it 
to be both present and absent in the same place and at the same 
dme. Moreover, as has been shown before, only the apparent can 
be negated. Negadon is rooted in the real, which is the negadon 
of that negadon and in itself is positive. Thus the apparent object 
and its negadon are located in the same ground and the negation 
of this negadon is identical with the ground.

(5) The fifth definition is taken from A nandabodha’s 
Nyayamakaranda and runs as: ‘Falsity is that which is different from 
the real.*4 The real is defined as that which is never contradicted 
and Brahma alone is real in this sense.5 The unreal is defined as 
absolute non-being (tuchchha) like the hare’s horn which can 
never even appear in knowledge.6 All our empirical experiences 
including pratibhdsa (illusory objects, dream-objects, etc.) and

1. svàshrayanisthâtyantâbhâvapratiyogitvam.
2. svâtyanlâbh ävädhikarana eva pratîyamànatvam. Advailasiddhi
3. taihä sali bhäväbhävayoruchchhinnakathä syät iti vyävahärikyapi vyavasthä na 

syät. Nyäyämrta
4. sadviviktattvam.
5. sattvam trikäläbädhyatvam, lat cha Brahmarüpatvam.
6. pratltyanarhatvam atyantäsaitvam.
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vyavahara (world-objects) fall within the sphere of the indescrib
able either as real or as unreal (sadasadaniruachaniya) which is 
treated as false.1 As the unreal, the absolute non-being, is below 
our empirical experience, it is ruled out of the above definition 
and the false is defined as ‘different from the Real’ meaning ‘the 
apparent* including pratibhdsa and vyavahara. This explanation 
rejects the objection of Vyasatirtha that ‘different from the real* 
means only ‘the unreal*.

Some of the other main charges levelled by the Madhvites 
against Advaita are the same which have been raised by Ramanuja 
and Verikatanatha and have been replied to by the Advaitins in 
the same way.2 The defence of difference and of the reality of the 
empirical world by the Madhvites collapses against the attacks of 
the Advaitins. Even Dr. S.N. Dasgupta, who is all admiration for 
the Madhvites and in whose opinion ‘Jayatlrtha and Vyasatirtha 
present the highest dialectical skill.. .  . almost unrivalled in the 
whole field of Indian thought’3 has to admit that ‘This defence 
of difference appears however, to be weak when compared with 
the refutations of difference by Chitsukha in his Tattva-pradipika, 
Nrsimhashrama Muni in his Bheda-dhikkara, and others. . . . 
Vyasatirtha does not make any attempt squarely to meet these 
arguments.’4

1. sadasadanirvachanlyatvam.
2. see supra, pp. 229-34.
3. A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. IV, Preface, viii.
4. Ibid., pp. 179-80.
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KÀSHMÏRA SHAIVISM





CHAPTER SEVEN

Kashmira Shaivism: An Exposition

I. INTRODUCTION

We have discussed above the three main systems of advaita or 
spiritual non-dualism or absolutism in India, namely, Madhyamika, 
Vijnanavada and Advaita Vedanta. We now proceed to deal with 
Kashmira Shaivism which is the fourth main system of advaita in 
India.

This system claims to be based on the Shaiva Agamas, also 
known as Tantra, which are accorded the same authority and 
status as the Veda. Shiva-sutra (said to have been revealed to 
Vasugupta by Lord Shiva himself), Vasugupta’s (8th cen.) Spanda- 
kdrika, Somananda’s (9th cen.) Shiva-drsti, Utpaladeva’s (10th cen. 
1st half) Pratyabhijnd-kdrika, Abhinavagupta’s (10th cen. 2nd half) 
Pratyabhijndvimarshini, Paramartha-sara and Tantraloka, and his 
disciple Ksemaraja’s (lOth-llth cen.) Shiva-sutra-vimarshini and 
Spanda-sandoha—are some of the most important works of this 
system which has a voluminous literature.

Kashmira Shaivism is also known as Pratyabhijna or Spanda or 
Trika system. It is also called Ishvaradvaya-vada or Shivadvaita, as 
Ishvara or Shiva is the only reality in this system. Pratyabhijna or 
recognition which is treated as immediate awareness and which 
leads to moksa and is also identical with it is a key-concept of this 
school from which it derives its name. Spanda, also called Kriya, 
which for want of a better word may be translated into English 
as ‘spontaneous vibration or activity* and which is treated as en
tirely different from Karma or action, ethical or mechanical, is 
another key-concept of this school from which it derives its an
other name. We shall explain these concepts later on. It is also 
called Trika because it believes in three triads, higher (para), 
combined (parapara) and lower (apara). The higher triad is that
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of Shiva, Shakti and their Union. The combined is of will, knowl
edge and activity. And the last is of Shiva, Shakti and Nara. Shiva 
is the supreme Self, Shakti is His Will-Power, inherent in and non- 
diiferent from Him and Nara is the manifested universe of indi
vidual souls and objective world. In the Gita (XV, 16-18) these 
are called Purusottama, Aksara purusa and Ksara purusa respec
tively. This system also deals with the triad of Pati (Shiva), Pashu 
(individual soul) and Pasha (the binding string).

This system attempts a synthesis of Vijnanavada Buddhism and 
Advaita Vedanta, while accepting the realism of Sarikhya with 
some modifications and fusing it with the theology of the Shaiva 
Agamas. Its main aim is to emphasise the transcendental unity of 
the Self without losing its creative and synthetic character and 
without compromising with the reality of the manifested universe.

n . THE UNION OF SHIVA-SHAKTI

The key-principle of this system which constitutes its unique and 
distinctive feature is the perfect union (samarasya) of Shiva and 
Shakti. Shiva is the only reality, the one without a second. He is 
the absolute Self or infinite pure consciousness. He is the foun
dation of all knowledge and all proof, disproof, doubt or denial 
presuppose His existence. He is indeterminate (nirvikalpa) and 
immediate (aparok$a or anya-nirapeksa) consciousness which is 
beyond sense, thought and language. As transcendental He is the 
Supreme \anuttara) and beyond the universe (vishvottirna). He is 
also immanent (vishvdtmaka) in the universe manifested by Him. 
He is the eternal light (prakdsha), the self-shining pure conscious
ness (chit). He is one with His own eternal and inherent Power 
called Shakti. Shakti is Shiva’s own power of self-consciousness or 
will-consciousness (vimarsha). This system, unlike Advaita Vedanta, 
believes that pure consciousness (prakdsha) is at once self-con
sciousness (chit-shakti) or free will (vimarsha) in which there is 
complete synthesis of the subject and the object. Shiva, through 
His own inherent Shakti, realises Himself as the self-shining in
finite self-consciousness; without shakti, He would not be con
scious even of His own eternal consciousness.1 Chit or pure cpn-

1. Shivah Shaktyäyukto yadi bhavati shaktah prabhavitum I na chedevam dcvo na 
khalu kushalah spanditum api II
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sciousness or immediate awareness is always pure self-conscious
ness or chit-shakti. Shakti is Shiva’s own power of self-conscious
ness or pure will (vimarsha) which is at once His own power of 
absolute-freedom (svatantrya) and infinite bliss (ananda). Shakti 
is vimarsha which is spontaneous vibration (spanda) or activity 
(kriya). This is Shiva’s perfect self-consciousness called ‘purnahanlS 
or absolute I-ness or *aham-vimarshd, the pure ‘I am’, which is at 
once Shiva’s awareness of His own absolute freedom (svatantrya) 
and infinite bliss (ananda) and the fullness of His glory (aishvarya). 
As Shiva and Shakti are one and the same, so prakdsha (self
luminosity of consciousness) and vimarsha (spontaneous vibration 
of self-consciousness) are also one and the same. Similarly, chit- 
shakti (spontaneous vibration of self-luminous self-consciousness) 
and ananda-shakti (power of absolute freedom and bliss), though 
distinguished as two aspects of Shakti, are really one and the same, 
because ananda or bliss is the awareness of the spontaneous inner 
activity of consciousness and cannot be experienced without self- 
consciousness. Chit and ananda constitute the svarupa-shakti of 
Shiva. Purnahanta (perfect I-ness) or Aham-vimarsha (the pure ‘I 
am’) is the essential nature of Shiva, the absolute Self, and is 
therefore eternal. As consciousness is essentially self-active, the 
spontaneous and free vibration (spanda) or throb (sphurana) or 
energy (sphurattd) or activity (kriya) or inward flow of conscious
ness eternally goes on as the awareness of Shiva of His infinite 
consciousness, absolute freedom and eternal bliss. This activity is 
absolutely free, natural, effortless, indeterminate and unmotivated 
and is for the sheer joy of it. It is the activity of the pure subject 
and is not related to the object or the not-self which is absorbed 
here in the subject. Self-consciousness here is indeterminate 
awareness and the will here is pure in which the desire to create 
the world has not yet arisen. It must be remembered that the 
three other aspects of Shakti (apart from chit and ananda which 
constitute svarupa-Shakti) known as Ichchha-Jiidna-Kriya are deter
minate and pertain to the creation of the world when Shiva’s joy 
overflows outwardly as it were and may therefore be described in 
Vedanta-terminology as aspects of tatastha-Shakti. The ‘outward’ 
flow is also within consciousness as there is nothing outside of i t  

To treat pure consciousness as self-consciousness and to ascribe 
activity to it is in direct opposition to Advaita Vedanta which treats 
subject-object duality and action as due to mayd or avidyd. Kashmlra
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Shaivism says that the Absolute of Advaita Vedanta which is devoid 
of self-consciousness and self-acdvity is a static, rigid, inactive and 
lifeless Absolute no better than inert matter or like a physical light 
self-illumined but not self-conscious; and the world instead of 
being treated as a manifestation of Shiva’s blissful self-creativity, 
is reduced to an illusory show of unconscious maya or avidya.

It is important to note that Kashmlra Shaivism emphasises the 
difference between kriya or spontaneous activity and karma or 
action. Kriya or spanda is a key-concept of this system and is used 
in a special sense. Kriya is the natural activity of self-consciousness 
out of freedom and joy. It is very much different from karma 
which is admitted to be an impurity (mala) leading to bondage 
and suffering. Action or karma may be physical action like loco
motion, upward or downward movement, contraction or'expan
sion, or mechanical movement or automatic action of a robot; or 
physiological action like heart-beats or breathing or reflex action; 
or voluntary ethical action in which sense alone the word karma 
is used in philosophy. Kriya is different from all these actions. A 
voluntary ethical action involves volitional effort, is guided by 
some motive or purpose and suggests imperfection and leads to 
bondage. Kriya, on the other hand, is spontaneous (svatah-sphurta) , 
natural (svabhavika) and effortless (anayasa); it has no motive or 
purpose but flows out of sheer joy and is the awareness of perfect 
self-hood, absolute freedom and infinite bliss. A physical, me
chanical or automatic action is unconscious and determined. Kriya, 
on the other hand, is absolute freedom of self-consciousness. The 
identification of chit and kriya, prakasha and vimarsha, Shiva and 
Shakti is the unique feature of this system.

Advaita is the complete union of the two (ekarasyam ubhayoh). It 
means identification (tdddtmya) or inseparability (aprthaktva) of the 
two which appear ‘two* only in thought, but in reality are one and 
the same like moon and moon-light Shiva and Shakti are in complete 
union (samarasya); in fact they are one and the same. They are 
distinguishable in thought, but inseparable in reality. In art this 
union is represented by the image of Ardhanarishvara in which the 
same person is presented as half-Shiva and half-Shakti, half-male and 
half-female. But this is only a representation in art. In reality, Shiva 
is fully Shakti and Shakti is fully Shiva. A better representation in 
art would be if the same image, viewed from one angle appears as 
Shiva and viewed from another angle appears as Shakti.
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III. THE THIRTY-SIX TATTVAS

Kashmlra Shaivism believes in thirty-six tattvas or principles of 
cosmic manifestation. The transcendental Self or Parama-Shiva 
who manifests Himself as thirty-six tattvas is beyond all tattvas. He 
is tattvdtitd or vishvottirna. Abhinavagupta calls this Absolute Reality 
or Parama-tattua as the thirty-seventh. The number of these tattvas 
is given as thirty-six on the basis of the Agamas. The first mani
festation of Parama-Shiva is Shiva-tattva or manifestation of His 
own nature as pure consciousness (chit or samvit), the self-shining 
eternal light (prakdsha) of the transcendental Self. The second is 
Shakti-tattva or manifestation of Shiva’s own power of will 
(inmarsha) which is His awareness of this own infinite self-con
sciousness, freedom and bliss (ananda). It should be noted that 
Shakti-tattiva, though called ‘second manifestation*, is manifested 
along with Shiva-tattva with which it is inseparably united. It should 
also be remembered, as explained before1, that in Shiva-Shakti 
tattva, the spontaneous vibration of consciousness-force eternally 
goes on as the inward flow for the sheer joy of it unrelated to 
objectivity or to the desire to create the universe. Shiva is free to 
create or not to create. The desire for creation arises with the 
manifestation of the third tattva called the Sadashiva-tattva. Hence, 
stricdy speaking, the process of creation starts with the manifes
tation of the third Sadashiva-tattva.2 The reason why Shiva-Shakti 
tattvas are included as the first two tattvas in this list seems to be 
that creativity really belongs to them and they are the ground of 
this manifestation.

Shakti has five aspects, consciousness (chit), bliss (ananda), will 
(ichchhd), knowledge (jhana) and activity (kriya). Of these the first 
two, chit and ananda constitute the eternal essential nature of Shiva 
and are, therefore, treated as svarupa-shakti; the other three, in their 
determinate sense are treated not as the essential nature of Shiva, 
but as dependent on His absolute freedom (svdtantrya) and may be 
described in Vedanta-terminology as tatastha-shakti In this system the 
word chit or consciousness is used in the sense of indeterminate and

1. Supra, pp. 250-51.
2. shrirnat-sadashivodara-prarambham vasudhantakarp Bhaskan, Vol. II, p. 211. 

sr§tikramopadeshadau p rath am am uchitam tatsadakhyam tattvam I.P. Vtmarshim, 
Vol. II, p. 191.
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immediate spiritual experience, which is Shiva’s self-conscious 
awareness of His own infinite Consciousness (chit-shakti) and this 
immediate awareness is at once Shiva’s direct experience of His own 
absolute freedom (svdtantrya) and eternal bliss (ananda-shakti). The 
words ichchhd (will), jhdna (knowledge) and kriyd (activity) are 
generally used in their determinate and relative sense in relation to 
subject-object duality and creation of the universe and in this sense 
these depend on Shiva’s absolute freedom and are not treated as 
his svarupa or essential eternal nature. But they are also used in their 
absolute sense in which they are one with chit-shakti Ichchhd as pure 
desireless will, jhdna as indeterminate awareness and kriyd as 
spontaneous and eternal vibration of self-consciousness (aham- 
vimarsha) are identical with chit

It should be clearly noted that aham-vimarsha (the pure ‘I am*) 
of Shiva is immediate awareness of His infinite consciousness, 
absolute freedom and eternal bliss (chidananda), is His svarupa or 
essential nature and eternally goes on irrespective of the fact 
whether there is creation or no creation. This spontaneous vibra
tion (spanda) or free natural activity (kriyd) is the eternal inward 
joyful flow (antarunme$a) of consciousness.

Sisrksa or the will to create the universe which starts with the 
manifestation of the third Sadashiva tattva is not Shiva’s essential 
nature (svarupa), because it depends on His absolute freedom. He 
is free to create or not to create or withdraw creation within 
Himself. He does not always create. When the will to create the 
universe arises in Shiva, Consciousness starts to flow outwardly 
also (bahirunmesa) in excessive joy and the process of creation 
begins. The outward flow is also within consciousness. When He 
so desires He withdraws the created universe (nimesa) within 
Himself. Spanda or kriyd flowing inwardly or outwardly is 
spontaneous, free, natural, effortless and unmotivated and is for 
the sheer joy of it. Creation is natural in the sense that it emanates 
from His free' will (which is His essential nature) though it does 
not constitute His essential nature as He is not bound to create. 
This also explains that the performance of the five functions 
(pahcha-krtya) reserved for Shiva depends on His absolute freedom 
and does not constitute His essential nature. These five functions 
are (1) creation (srsti), (2) sustenance (sthiti), (3) dissolution 
(samhdra), (4) Concealing Himself by withdrawal of His Grace 
(nigraha or vilaya) and (5) Revealing Himself through His Grace
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(anugraha). These are said to be ‘natural’ for Shiva in the sense 
that they proceed from His spontaneous activity (spanda or kriya) 
out of His own free will.

Aham-vimarsha is the eternal inward joyful flow of conscious
ness, while creation is Ahamidam-wmarsha in which consciousness 
overflows outwardly out of sheer joy. The former is represented 
in art as the smile of Lord Shiva in shambhavi mudra, while the 
latter as the joyful cosmic dance of Nataraja. Creation is “the 
ecstatic dance of Shiva;.... its sole absolute object is the joy of the 
dancing.”

We now present a brief exposition of the thirty-six tattvas or 
principles of cosmic manifestation admitted in this system. The 
first two tattvas have been explained above. In Shiva-tattva self- 
luminous (svaprakdsharupd) self-consciousness (chibshakti) domi
nates and the experience is of the perfect T  (aham) or purndhantcL 
In Shakti-tattva absolute freedom (svatantrya) and bliss (anandar 
shakti) dominate and the experience is of the pure ‘I am*
(ahamasmi) which is the same as purnahantd. In the third Sadashivar 
tattvavnM to create (ichchhd-shakti) dominates and the experience 
is of ‘I am this’ (aham idam) with an emphasis on the T  (aham- 
amsha) . Here the object remains subdued. The fourth is the Ishvam- 
tattva where determinate knowledge (jhana-shakti) dominates and 
the experience is of 1This is I’ (idam aham) with an emphasis on 
the ‘this* (idam-amsha) . The object here is explicit and dominant 
(bahirunme$a) . The fifth is the Shuddha-Vidya-tattva where activity 
(kriya shakti) dominates which is the power of manifestation. Here 
the experience is of * I and this* (aham cha idam cha) where both 
are held in even balance. It is a state of bhedabheda because T  
(ahanta) and ‘this* (idanta) are known separately and yet both are 
realised as one with consciousness (chidrupa). These five tattvas 
are called transcendental and are manifested by the five aspects 
of shakti respectively. Their manifestation is called ‘pure creation’ 
or lshuddha srsli or addhvS because in them the object is realised 
as one with the subject and the unity with Shiva is always expe
rienced.

The manifestation of the remaining thirty-one tattvas from mdyd 
to prthvt is called ‘impure creation’ (ashuddha srsti or addhva). 
The first manifestation of impure creation is Maya-tattva which is 
sixth in the list. It is the principle of externality (bahyata) and 
difference (bhedapradti) because the object here is taken as different
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from the subject. It is the power of obscuration (moha) because 
it acts as a veil (dvarana) on the unity of the Self. It is the root 
cause of all limitation (parichchheda). It is pervasive (vyapaka) and 
subtle (suksma) and is the cause of the manifestation of all sentient 
individual jivas and insentient material objects. It is that aspect 
of Shakti which makes the infinite appear as finite. It gives rise 
to five ‘coverings’ (kahchuka) called power (hold), knowledge 
(vidyd), attachment (rdga), time (kala) and space (niyati), which 
obscure respectively free creativity, omniscience, desirelessness or 
joy, etemality and freedom or pervasiveness of the ‘self and which 
figure as seventh to eleventh tattvas. The infinite Shiva, due to 
these coverings, appears as the finite self or Purusa which is the 
twelfth tattva. The remaining twenty-four tattvas are Prakrti, the 
thirteenth tattua and its twenty-three evolutes recognised in the 
Sankhya system, which are Mahat or Buddhi (14th), Ahankara 
(15th), Manas (16th), five sensory organs (17th to 21st), five motor 
organs (22nd to 26th) five tan-matras (27th to 31st) and five gross 
elements (32nd to 36th tattvas).

IV. ABHASAVADA

Shiva, the supreme Self is not only pure consciousness (prakasha) 
but also free will (vimarsha). The Self is pure subject (jhatd) as 
well as free creator (karta). In His Will (ichchha), knowledge (jhana) 
and activity (kriya) stand united. His knowledge is activity and His 
activity is knowledge. By His free will He manifests Himself as this 
Universe. The changing manifestations do not in the least stain 
His purity and unchanging nature because He also transcends 
them. He is at once transcendent (vishottirna) and immanent 
(vishvdtmaka) . In His immanent aspect He is called ‘pure and free 
consciousness* (prakdsharvimarsharmaya) because on the transcen
dental background of His pure consciousness He manifests, by 
His free will-power, the entire universe. The manifested universe 
is within Him and is one with Him. There is no other material 
(upaddna), ground (adhdra) or canvas (bhitti) on which it is 
projected.1 All manifestations are by Him, on Him and in Him. 
He is all-embracing, all-inclusive; nothing falls outside Him. 
Consciousness-Force, self-luminous and self-creative, is the essen

1. anupâdânasambhâram abhillàveva tanvate I
jagachchitram namastasmai ka\ànàthàya shùVmc \ \ —Vasugupia
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tial nature of the Self. It is described in this system as Self-con
sciousness (chit-shakti), Will-consciousness (vimarsha), perfect free
dom (svdtantrya) , infinite bliss (ananda), supreme power 
(aishvarya), perfect self-hood or I-ness (purndhanta) and vibration 
(spanda), throb (sphurana)t energy (sphuratta) or activity (kriya) 
of consciousness.

To take the Self as pure consciousness or eternal light without 
any power of self-consciousness or will, as is done in Advaita 
Vedanta, says Kashmira Shaivism, is to reduce it to mere nothing 
(shunya). To deny free self-creativity of consciousness is to miss 
the essence of it. Will-consciousness or the free creative power of 
the Self cannot be attributed to avidya and dismissed as false 
(mithya). Everything is a real manifestation of Shiva and therefore 
nothing can be said to be false. There can be no subject and no 
object other than Shiva, the Supreme Self. The Vedanta unity is 
purely formal and abstract and therefore unreal. Even the denial 
of duality presupposes its existence. The real unity is the complete 
harmony (sdmarasya) between the two, where the two are fused 
into one. Non-duality consists in a perfect union of the two 
(ekarasyamubhayoh) . The subject and the object are held in com
plete synthesis in self-consciousness. Truth does not lie in the 
elimination of the object, but in its synthesis with the subject. 
Shiva and Shakti are in perfect and eternal union. Shakti is the 
Consciousness-force (chitrshakti) of Shiva and is one with Him. 
The entire manifested universe is non-different from the mani
festing Self. This is true advaita. When the object is mistaken as 
outside of (bahya) or external to or independent of the projecting 
universal consciousness, error creeps in. All difference is false as 
there can be nothing different from the Supreme Self who manifests 
everything within Himself. The manifested universe is neither a 
real modification (parinamd) nor a modification without change 
(avikrtaparinama) nor a false appearance (vivarta) of the Self. The 
Self cannot undergo modification for it cannot change-its nature; 
modification without change is impossible; nor can its projections 
be treated as unreal show for they are due to His real self-creative 
power. They are called ‘manifestations* (abhasa) and as projection 
of the Will-power of the Self are real within Him and are one with 
Him; the falsity lies in mistaking them to be external to and 
different from Him. In Advaita Vedanta, the word abhasa is fre
quently used in the sense of unreal appearance (vivarta) , but in
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this system it is used in the sense of real manifestation. Avidya or 
maya in this system is not total absence of knowledge nor is it a 
baseless illusion, nor can it be something indescribable either as 
real or as unreal, nor can it be the stuff appearances are made 
of, nor can it be dismissed as false. Avidya is only imperfect knowl
edge and maya is the real power of the Supreme which makes the 
One appear as many and which generates the nodon of difference 
and limitadon. Hence it must be admitted that the Supreme 
manifests everything within Him through His own power of free 
will.

The essence of the Self lies in its creadve self-consciousness. 
Even the finite self, in its limited way, feels itself a real knower, 
agent and enjoyer. Consciousness is creadve, not neutral or in
different (upeksarupa). As self-luminous, the self may be called 
the substance of its attributes, modes, forms and impressions. In 
this aspect it may be compared to a mirror which is the substra
tum of the images reflected in it, with this difference that a mirror 
being an object needs external light to reflect images in it, but 
the self being self-luminous needs no illuminadon from any ex
ternal source. Besides its self-luminous (prakdsha) aspect in which 
it may be conceived as a spiritual substance, the self has another 
distinctive character of self-consciousness (vimarshd) in which it 
manifests itself as a synthesising subject in knowledge and as a free 
creative subject in erroneous and dream experience and in litera
ture, art, morality, religion and philosophy. The self has a power 
to create its objects in error and dream and in imagination and 
to know them as objective. The powers of the self are limited due 
to its finitude. The yogis, through their yogic powers, create objects 
by sheer force of will. Similarly Shiva, the supreme Self, through 
His unlimited will power, projects on the background of His infinite 
consciousness, this entire universe which, like an image reflected 
in a mirror (darpana-pratibimba-bhavd) is withinHim but appears 
as though it were different from Him. Through his power of 
differentiation (apohanarshakti) and power of obscuration and limi
tation (mdya-shakti), the manifested universe appears as if it were 
external to and different from His consciousness. Everything which 
is an object of perception or conception or imagination is a ‘mani
festation of consciousness* (dbhdsa). The empirical world-of in
dividual subjects and external objects is nothing but a manifes
tation of Supreme Self and is within Him. The manifested object
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does not differ from the manifesting consciousness, nor does the 
manifesting consciousness differ from the manifested object; nor 
does a finite self differ from another; nor does an object differ 
from another. These apparant differences are due to apohanar 
shakti and maydrshakti of the Supreme Self. In fact, every manifes
tation is within and is identical with Shiva. The Supreme is ab
solutely free to conceal Himself or to reveal Himself.

V. BANDHA, MOKSA AND PRATYABfflJNA

Ignorance (ajhdna) is admitted to be the cause of bondage. Ig
norance is not total absence of knowledge, but only imperfect 
knowledge. This basic ignorance is not intellectual (bauddha), but 
innate (paurusa) and is called the ‘innate impurity’ (dnava-mala) . 
It is beginningless (anadi), though removable. It conceals the real 
nature of the self and leads to its supposed imperfection and 
limitation.1 It is consciousness of the individual self of its supposed 
finitude and limitation (apurnammanyatdrupam ajndnam). The in
nate impurity of the finite self is twofold. Its free will-power is 
obscured by mdya and it is also ignorant of the fact that this 
perfect freedom, obscured for the time being, really belongs to 
it. This basic ignorance leads to the impurity of Karma (karma- 
mala) which, in turn, gives rise to the impurity of transmigration 
(mayiya-mala). These three impurities (malas) constitute the fet
ters (pasha) of the individual self (pashu) and are responsible for 
its degradation (pashutva). This is Bandha or bondage of the 
individual self which really is Shiva Himself under self-limitation.

Moksa or liberation is knowledge of the union of the finite self 
with Shiva or the Infinite Self. This unity was missed by the self 
in its supposed finitude; now it is realised. The beginningless 
innate Ignorance (dnava-mala) is destroyed in both of its aspects 
and consequently both the veil (avarana) of mayd obscuring the 
perfect power of will, as well as the ignorance of this perfect 
freedom as the own innate nature of the self, vanish and the 
imaginary distinction between the individual and the Supreme 
Self is removed. Moksa is the immediate knowledge (paurusa-jnand) 
of the perfect purity of consciousness. It is the realisation of the 
true nature of the self as perfect freedom (svatantrya) . Moksa is

1. malam ajnanam ichchhanti sams£rarikurakaranam I Tantraloka, 1-23.
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not a new acquisition and involves no change in status; it is not 
a thing one has to obtain or regain, nor is it a place where one 
has to go; Moksa is simply the realisation of the self’s own nature 
as perfect freedom on removal of innate Ignorance (paunisar 
ajhana). The rising of paurusa-jhdna or immediate self-realisation 
by itself, unrelated to anything else, leads to Moksa} The transcen
dental T  (prakdsha) is also the pure ‘I am’ (xnrnarsha). Pure being 
is pure consciousness which is self-conscious bliss and perfect 
freedom of will. Moksa is the realisation of this perfect I-ness 
(purtidhanta). It is the realisation of the one-ness with Shiva. The 
Upanisadic saying ‘All this is Brahma’ is actually experienced in 
moksa. It is an all-embracing experience where everything is seen 
in its true nature as non-difTerent from Shiva, the supreme-Self;2 
where absolute freedom and infinite bliss of pure self-conscious
ness is eternally enjoyed. Jlvanmukd is admitted and the person 
who has this self-realisation is liberated here and now. He realises 
himself as Shiva and sees everything as the projection of his own 
glory and as non-difTerent from the Self.3

This self-realisation is called self-recognition, Pratyabhijna,4 a 
name which this system bears. Recognition is different from both 
memory (smrti) and cognition (pratyaksa-jiiana) and involves a 
union of both. Memory arises due to mental impressions alone 
(samskara-janya). In perception the object may be perceived and 
cognised, but may not be recognised. In recognidon the mental 
impression is invariably coupled with the direct perception of the 
object. The novelty of recognidon consists in idendfying the object, 
now perceived, with that seen or known before. In recognidon 
the emphasis is on the intuidve awareness of the idendty of the 
substance which persists through its two states {ubhayoh samarasyam).

1. paurusam punar jrianam uditam sal anyanirapek$am eva mok§a-karanam. 
Tantraloka, 1-24.

2'. akhilam abhedenaiva sphurati.
3. sarvo mamayam vibhava ityevam parijanatah I vishvatmano vikalpanam prasare*- 

p\ mahcshala \\ —Jshvam-pratjabhijna. TV-I-12.
4. In pratyabhijna, four things arc required:

(1) The object recognized should have been seen or known before. (2) It 
should be now directly perceived. (3) Its memory-image in the form of mental 
impressions should be revived now. And, (4) Identification of the object seen 
or known before with the object perceived now which leads to intuitive aware
ness of the identity of the object.
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Intellectual knowledge (bauddhajhana), which includes perceptual 
knowledge, may remove the veil covering the object and 
consequendy the object may be perceived or known, yet the 
ignorance about the real nature of the object may continue in 
the form of an imaginary distincdon between the object now 
perceived and the object which we desired to perceive. This latter 
ignorance in the form of an imaginary distincdon between the 
two can be removed only by immediate spiritual awareness (paurusa- 
jhana) or intuitive knowledge (pratibha-jhana) \$hich leads to 
pratyabhijha or recognition in the form of identification of the 
two. This is illustrated with the example of a love-sick lady: A lady, 
on hearing of many good qualities of a particular man, falls in 
love with him without even seeing him. Unable to bear her 
lovesickness, she writes a love-letter requesting him to visit her 
and sends it through her friend. He comes to her. When she sees 
him she does not recognise those good qualities in him and 
taking him to be an ordinary man, she finds no consolation or 
joy. But when her friend tells her that he is the same person, she 
recognises him and becomes all joy. This will also apply to other 
cases, where, for example, a known lover or husband comes in 
cognito to his beloved or wife who perceives him but (mis) takes 
him as someone else, and who, later on, recognises him and 
becomes joyful. These examples prove that there can be no joy 
without recognition. Similarly, even if the finite self knows about 
the qualities of the Supreme Self and is always perceiving His 
•manifestations which are really one with Him does not get 
liberation unless he recognises his self as Supreme by removing 
the ignorance responsible for the imaginary distinction and by 
thus identifying himself with the Supreme Self. This is also the 
meaning of the famous Upanisadic saying ‘That thou art* (tat tvam 
asi). The individual self recognises himself as one with the Supreme 
Self. Recognition is immediate realisation and at once overcomes 
bondage. It is the same as aparoksdnubhuti in Vedanta. Intellectual 
knowledge may remove the veil on the object; in the above 
examples the beloved person, whether seen or known before, is 
now present before the lady and is perceived by her, but not 
recognised. This intellectual knowledge has to be transformed 
into immediate awareness (paurusa-jhana) or recognition 
(pratyabhijha) in order to remove the innate Ignorance (paurusa- 
ajhana or anavamala) in the form of imaginary distinction between
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the two phases of the same object and bring about their 
identification. This immediate awareness may be generated by the 
spiritual instruction (dtksa) imparted by the teacher or by the 
word of the Sacred Text {shdslra-vakya), as in the former example 
cited above, by the word from the friend of the lady. Or, it may 
be generated by the vision or the intuition of the person concerned 
(paurusa or pratibha-jhdna) as in the latter example given above 
by the vision of the lady herself. Ultimately however, this spiritual 
experience dawns by the will of the Supreme, by His Grace 
(anugraha or shaktipata). He reveals Himself to him whom He 
chooses.1

1. yamevaiça vrnme tena labhyah. Ka(ha Up. 1-2-22.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Kdshmira Shaivism: A Critical 
Estimate

I. THE UNITY AND CREATIVITY OF THE ABSOLUTE

The charge of Kashmlra Shaivism against Advaita Vedanta that its 
Brahma is abstract, formal and inactive and therefore is as good 
as ‘nothing’ is incorrect. On the other hand, the truth is that the 
Shaiva conception of unity as ‘union of the two’ falls short of the 
transcendental unity and is not the true ‘advaita’. Advaita is not 
afraid, as this system imagines, of duality, for really there is no 
duality and Advaita is not troubled by illusion and hallucination. 
The transcendental unity in Advaita Vedanta is above the thought- 
form$ of unity and duality. Real unity cannot be ‘union of the 
two’, for if the two are equals they are two independent reals 
which cannot be related; and if one of the two is primary and the 
other secondary, this dependent ‘other’ will be found to be dis
pensable and will glide away into the principal which alone can 
be called real. It is Kashmlra Shaivism which is afraid of losing 
the finite self and its world and therefore wants to retain them 
in some form even in the Absolute. If Shiva is the Supreme Self, 
the pure Subject, how can He be the unity of subject and object? 
No trace of the object can be ultimately retained in the subject. 
If this supposed ‘unity*, this ‘union of subject and object* is the 
subject, there can be no objectivity in it; and if it is an object, it 
cannot be the unity of subject and object. To describe the unity 
of the Self as the unity of subject and object, as the union of Shiva 
and Shakti, of knowledge and activity, where everything is re
tained and seen in a new light, where an all-embracing wonderful
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experience shines, where there is self-conscious experience of 
being and bliss may represent a grand achievement of thought, 
but does not point to ultimate reality; it may be good poetry, but 
it is not sound philosophy. It may satisfy our religious instinct, but 
it does not resist dialectical scrudny. Objecdvity, duality and at
tachment are due to transcendental Illusion. To try to retain them 
in the Absolute is an impossibility. It reflects our attachment to 
the T  and the ‘mine* and is Ignorance par excellence. To pretend 
to give up attachment to this world, but to carry the load of the 
‘I* and the ‘mine’ into the Absolute is, as Nagarjuna says, the 
greatest attachment (maha-graha)Even great yogis, as Gaudapada 
observes, are troubled by this basic Ignorance and tremble at the 
thought of losing their personality in the Absolute, imagining fear 
even in the fearless goal (abhaye bhayadarshinah).2

KashmTra Shaivism is right in saying that the uldmate reality 
is the Supreme Self, the transcendental Subject, which is pure 
consciousness, immediate and indeterminate awareness, self-shin
ing eternal light (prakashd). But it is wrong in believing that this 
pure consciousness is, at the same rime, self-consciousness 
(virnarsha). Prakasha or pure consciousness and vimarsha or self- 
consciousness or will cannot be identified. Self-consciousness 
involves subject-object duality and objecdvity cannot belong to 
the Self. It need not be argued that in self-consciousness the self 
itself is both the subject and the object, for the pure Self can never 
be an object, not even for itself. Again, to say that the object here 
is pure and that it is not explicidy enjoyed, but implicidy con
tained in the subject will not save the situation, for no object can 
be pure and even if it is implicit the reference to it is necessarily 
there. Objecdvity can be traced only to transcendental Illusion. 
Pure consciousness, due to avidya, appears as self-consciousness 
or will. It is not the real nature or power of the Self. This system 
is confusing between the empirical self and the transcendental 
Self. In the case of the empirical self pure consciousness remains 
as its transcendental background and self-consciousness appears 
as its essence; here the subject and the object are synthesised and 
every empirical experience, cognitive, emotive, or conative, is based 
on this synthesis and necessarily refers to an object. This system 
wrongly imagines that what is true in the case of the empirical

1. MK., XVI-9. 2. GK., HI-39.
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self should also be true in the case of the transcendental Self. 
Hence the supposition that if the pure Self is not united with the 
object, it would not be even conscious of its consciousness, would 
not be able to enjoy its bliss and freedom and would not be able 
to create anything by the force of its will. So this system treats 
objectivity as the inherent power of the pure Self and binds the 
subject eternally to the object. It puts Shiva in eternal embrace 
of Shakti; without his Shakti or matra (measure) ‘Shiva* would 
remain a mere ‘Shava*(corpse). This may be true of God and His 
divine Consort, but not of the Absolute. This is an illegitimate 
imposition of the empirical nature generated by avidyd on the 
transcendental Self. Pure consciousness is self-shining and self
proved; it needs no other consciousness for its awareness, as this 
would lead to infinite regress. Pure consciousness is at once pure 
being and pure bliss. Its unity, its being and its bliss are transcen
dental and beyond duality. This unity is beyond the categories of 
unity and difference; this being is beyond the concepts of being 
and non-being; this bliss is beyond empirical pleasure and pain. 
To identify this pure consciousness with self-consciousness so that 
it may know, feel and will itself, is to miss its nature as transcen
dental Self and to involve it in avidyd and thereby degrade it to 
the level of the empirical self. Hence pure consciousness cannot 
be identified with self-consciousness or will; it appears as will due 
to its false association with avidya. Prakdsha is not vimarsha, for 
prakdsha is self-luminous pure consciousness and vimarsha is will- 
consciousness which involves objectivity (vedydmsha) due to avidyd. 
Vimarsha presupposes prakdsha, but not vice versa, because prakdsha 
is the transcendental background on which vimarsha appears. Pure 
Consciousness is the transcendental subject and may be called the 
‘Perfect I* (purndhanta) provided no ‘I-ness* or egohood in the 
sense of self-consciousness is attributed to it. The pure Self is also 
‘perfect freedom* (svdtantrya) because it is the ultimate reality; it 
is not freedom from want or freedom of will. It is also pure bliss 
(ananda) itself. It cannot be a self-conscious person who enjoys 
his freedom and bliss. Creadvity of the world (kartftva) cannot be 
attributed to it, because all acdvity is due to avidya. Volition 
(ichchha), cogniuon (jhaha) and activity (kriyd) these three powers 
must be traced to avidya. The pure Self, due to avidyd, appears 
as God (Ishvara), who has perfect will, knowledge and acdvity and 
also as finite selves whose will, knowledge and action are imper-
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feet. The distinction between chit (pure consciousness) and jhdna 
(determinate cognition) made in this system is not justifiable, for 
jhdna really is indeterminate and identical with chit, determinate 
knowledge (savikalpa jhdna) is empirical and is really ajhdna. Out 
of the five aspects of Shaku, the first two may be identified with 
the Real, if chit is taken as pure consciousness and dnanda is taken 
as pure bliss; in this sense they are not ‘powers’ nor are they ‘two’. 
They are one and the same and are Shiva or the Self itself. If, 
however, chit is treated as self-consciousness and dnanda as self- 
conscious enjoyment of bliss by the Self, both of these are tinged 
with avidyd and so included in ‘will’ and need not be mentioned 
separately. The remaining three aspects are clearly due to avidyd,

Shiva as the Supreme Self cannot be tinged with avidyd and 
therefore there can be no activity in Him. He cannot be a real 
creator nor can this universe be treated as His real creation. If 
the Supreme is perfect (dpta-kdma) He cannot have any will or 
desire to create this world, for desire presupposes imperfection. 
The world cannot be treated as His play (knda or lild), for He 
is Himself perfect bliss and need not seek any joy in creation. And 
as creation is not treated in this system as His essential nature, 
it should be taken as appearance due to avidyd or mdya.

If creation is taken as real, it would be impossible to explain 
the relation between the Real and its creation. The supposed 
relation can be neither identity nor difference nor both. If this 
relation were that of identity then either the Absolute will have 
to be degraded to phenomenon and will suffer all the imperfec
tions and mutilations of the world, or the world will have to be 
treated as eternal and pure like the Absolute. And if this relation 
were that of difference then the two will fall apart as two ‘reals’ 
and the Absolute will not be immanent in the world. Again, any 
attempt to combine identity and difference, like light and dark
ness, is bound to fail. Hence the only relation, if it were relation 
at all, between the Absolute and the world can be that of ‘non
difference’ or ‘identification’ (taddtmya) in the sense that the 
world is superimposed (adhyasta) on the Absolute, and would not 
even appear without it. This ‘identification’ is due to avidyd and 
is, therefore, false (mithya). Hence it is no relation at all; it only 
reveals the impossibility of any relation between the two. It makes 
it clear that the Absolute is the real ground on which the world 
is illusorily imposed, that the world appears as ‘real* only as
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identified with its ground apart from which it cannot exist, and 
that the Absolute is the reality of the world. Kashmira Shaivism 
is aware of the difficulty in relating the Absolute with the world, 
for the two can be neither identical nor different nor both. It 
maintains, like Advaita Vedanta, that the relation between the two 
is ‘tadatmya’ or identification. But whereas for Advaita Vedanta 
the superimposed world is false, for Kashmira Shaivism the mani
fested world is real. But as we have pointed above, the reality of 
the manifested universe cannot be logically proved.

II. KASHMIRA SHAIVISM AND VIJNANAVADA BUDDHISM

Kashmira Shaivism agrees with V\jhdnavada Buddhism in believing 
that consciousness is the only reality and that it is creative. The 
individual subjects and the objective world are only projection of 
consciousness. It is consciousness alone which projects the world 
on itself and perceives it as objective. Error lies in our mistaking 
‘the forms of the objects’ assumed by consciousness as ‘physical 
material objects’ external to and independent of consciousness. 
As consciousness is the only reality and as everything is a projection 
or manifestation of consciousness within itself, there can be no 
material or physical (Jada) objects existing out-side of consciousness 
as independent reals. The differences between the two systems are 
as follows: Kashmira Shaivism identifies pure consciousness with 
the supreme Self, the eternal self-shining light and treats it as self- 
consciousness and regards the supreme Self as the self-conscious 
Creator of this world of manifestations; while earlier Vijnanavada 
though it takes pure consciousness as the eternal ultimate reality, 
yet it refuses to treat it as essentially will-consciousness and does 
not identify it with the Self as the self-conscious Creator, and the 
later school of Vijnanavada does not agree even to take this pure 
consciousness as eternal because it takes the momentary vijiiana 
alone as the Real. Kashmira Shaivism identifies self-shining 
consciousness (prakdsha) with free will (viitiarsha), Shiva with Shakti, 
and the Lord with His inherent real Power which is one with Him 
projects the world of manifestations on Himself and within Himself; 
Vijnanavada, on the other hand, traces the will-aspect of 
consciousness to beginningless transcendental avidya or vdsand 
which is not treated as the essential, inseparable and eternal nature 
or power of Vijnana, but as transcendental ignorance removable 
by immediate spiritual experience. Again, in Kashmira Shaivism,
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the subject and the object are held in eternal embrace, while in 
Vijnanavada the subject-object duality is due to transcendental 
avidyd or vdsana which consists in the transcendental illusion of 
objectivity. Again, in Kashmira Shaivism, the object is unreal if it 
is treated as external to and different from Consciousness, but as 
a manifestation by the Self on and within Himself it is real; while 
in Vijnanavada the object is treated as utterly unreal (parikalpita) 
or purely imaginary like a hare’s horn or a sky-flower and is 
denied even empirical validity which is granted to its ‘form in 
consciousness’ (paratantra) and pure formless consciousness is 
accepted as ultimate reality (parini§panna) which is identified with 
pure being and bliss and on the realisation of which both the 
object and its form in consciousness along with the individual 
subject vanish at once.

IH. EVALUATION OF ABHASAVADA

Kashmira Shaivism admits that cause and effect can be neither 
different nor identical nor both. It discards drambhavdda for cau
sation cannot be discontinuous or emergent as cause and effect 
would then fall apart. It does not accept parindviavada for the Real 
cannot undergo any real change. The concept of avikrta-parindma 
or transformation without change does not appeal to it as the self- 
contradiction in it is patent. The Advaita concept of vivartavada 
or appearance in the sense of an unreal show also does not appeal 
to it, for it takes away all reality from the world. Hence Kashmira 
Shaivism develops its own theory of causation known as ‘abhasa- 
vddd or the theory that the effect is a real manifestation (abhivyakti) 
of the cause. The word abhasa means appearance and is frequently 
used in Advaita Vedanta in this sense. But Kashmira Shaivism 
wants to treat this appearance as real manifestation. Causally, it 
is an attempt to somehow combine the concepts of parindma and 
vivaria; ontologically it is an attempt to fuse Vijnanavada idealism 
with Vedantic idealism.

Shiva, the absolute Self, for shear joy (dnanda) and sport (tild), 
manifests the entire universe by His free will on Himself and 
within Himself. The projected world is His abhasa or manifesta
tion and is real, because it is within Him and one with Him. It 
has been shown above that pure consciousness appears as creative 
will due to its apparent association with avidyd and when avidyd 
is removed by immediate experience, the world of manifestations
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disappears with it. Kashmira Shaivism is wrong in holding that 
immediate experience dispels only the false notion through which 
the manifested world appears as external to and different from 
the manifesting consciousness. This amounts to an impossible 
attempt to separate the form from the content of consciousness 
and retain the form and reject the content. Vijnanavada also makes 
such an attempt but it confines it to empirical consciousness alone 
and treats transcendental consciousness as utterly and eternally 
free from subject-object duality. Kashmira Shaivism admits that 
the world appears as objective and external to consciousness to 
a finite self labouring under innate Ignorance, but this very world 
on removal of this Ignorance would continue to exist, eternally 
and really, within the supreme Self as one with Him. This is highly 
illogical, for it separates the content from the form of conscious
ness and rejects the content and retains the form even at the level 
of transcendental consciousness of the supreme Self.

The distinction between the content and the form of con
sciousness is made in thought, when the nature of an illusory or 
dream object is analysed; in fact its content and form are insepa
rable, so inseparable that they always appear or disappear to
gether and are never perceived as two. Hence the attempt of 
Kashmira Shaivism to reject the world as external {bahya) to and 
different {bhinna) from the pure Self, and to retain it as a real 
manifestation (dbhasa) within the Supreme is impossible. It may 
be argued by the Kashmira Shaiva that he is not trying to make 
the impossible separation between the content and form of con
sciousness, that he also admits that to project anything is to project 
it as objective, and that he is not opposed to the objectivity of the 
projected, but to its externality to the projecting Consciousness. He 
may say that the projected idea or image is necessarily perceived 
as objective, but it need not always be perceived as something 
material, as something external to and different from Conscious
ness. Due to our innate Ignorance (ajndna or anava-mala) we 
(mis) take the world as material (Jada), as finite (parichchhinna) , 
as external {bahya) to and different {bhinna) from the manifesting 
Consciousness {chit-shakti), but when this Ignorance is removed, 
this very world will be perceived in its true nature as one with 
Consciousness. The liberated self will realise his essential unity 
with the Supreme Self as well as with the manifested world. In the 
pure Self, there is a complete union of subject and object The
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pure Self is both the subject and the object, the manifestor as well 
as the manifested, the perceiver and the perceived; there is nothing 
else except Him. As the subject-object duality is transformed into 
a wonderful unity in the Supreme Self, the world of diverse mani
festations will be perceived as objective, but as one with the Supreme, 
The whole universe will be realised as manifestation by, on and 
within the Supreme and as non-different from Him. But all this 
is untenable. The Kashmlra Shaiva is trying to make another 
impossible distinction between ‘objectivity’ and ‘externality’. 
Externality, he too admits includes materiality (Jadatva), finitude 
(parichchhinnatua) and difference (bheda). But he forgets that ob

jectivity necessarily means otherness. The object is that which is 
different from or other than the subject. Thus objectivity means 
‘difference’ or ‘otherness* from the subject or consciousness. This 
difference of the object from consciousness is the fundamental 
difference to which all other differences among the objects may 
be traced. The subject or pure consciousness can never be pre
sented as an object, not even to itself. Its indubitable certitude 
is implied in its self-luminosity and its being the foundation of all 
our experience. It is self-shining and self-proved, though never an 
object. The notion of objectivity is due to transcendental Illusion 
or avidya. That which can be presented as an object is, for that 
very reason, something different from or other to or external to 
the subject, and therefore something non-consciousness or ma
terial, finite, and super-imposed on the subject; it is mere appear
ance and so ultimately false. To try to retain subject-object duality 
in any form in the pure Self is to give up its reality as foundational 
Consciousness.

Kashmlra Shaivism says that abhdsa is like an image reflected 
in a mirror. The mirror has a capacity to receive reflection and 
the reflected image is identical with the reflecting mirror (darpanar 
pratibimba-bkdva). The self-luminous Self, unlike a mirror which 
is an object and therefore needs external light for reflecting images 
in it, reflects everything by its own light. The Supreme Self by 
His power of vimarsha projects the world on His transcendental 
aspect of prakasha and the world reflected therein is one with the 
Self, though appearing as external through innate Ignorance. 
Creation is without any material cause (updtjana). The pure Self 
is perfect freedom and creates the world by the sheer force of His 
will without any material (nirupddana sfsti). The Lord paints the
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multi-coloured world-picture without any canvas, brush or colour 
simply by His perfect will.1 There is no original (bimba) to be 
reflected, no object to be pictured, no arche-type to be copied, 
nothing to be mirrored, except the Lord Himself. This means that 
the Lord Himself, through the force of His perfect will, projects 
Himself as the world of diverse manifestations on His pure 
Consciousness, wherein these manifestations shine as identical 
with Him and are perceived by Him as brought forth by His Power 
revealing His absolute freedom, His glory and grandeur.2 Now, 
the least that can be said against this abhasavada is that if there 
is nothing except Him, He need not indulge in this futile act of 
projecting Himself on Himself and perceiving His reflections as 
identical with Him and thereby realising His freedom and great
ness. As He is pure consciousness, which is at once pure being 
and bliss, He does not stand in need of creation to realise His 
being and bliss. If He does, He would be imperfect Hence, self- 
consciousness, will, creativity, etc., cannot be really attributed to 
the pure Self; these must be traced to avidya. The pure Self, due 
to avidya, appears as this world of plurality. As its reality, the Self 
is immanent in it; as its background on which it is super-imposed, 
the Self is transcendent to it. Hence abhdsa can mean only appear
ance, not a real manifestation. The abhdsa in Kashmira Shaivism, 
when philosophically analysed, turns out to be nothing but adhydsa 
in disguise. If there is no other reality except the Supreme Self 
and if all difference is due to innate and beginningless Ignorance 
as Kashmira Shaivism itself is keen to emphasise, then the reality 
of the manifestations cannot be admitted. When the pure Self is 
realised by the removal of this innate Ignorance, the whole world 
of subject-object duality will vanish. It cannot be said that only the 
false notion of difference due to which we mistake the world as 
different from the Supreme on which it is projected will vanish, 
while the world will continue to exist within the Supreme as His 
real manifestation and will be perceived as non-different from 
Him. For, if all difference is due to Ignorance, the basic difference 
between the subject and the object cannot be retained in the 
Absolute and the manifestations cannot be perceived as objective 
within the Absolute. The removal of innate Ignorance will not

1. See footnote on p. 256 supra.
2. sarvo mamayam vibhavah.
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only destroy the difference between the Absolute and the world, 
but also the difference among the manifestations and among the 
liberated selves. Hence in the Absolute, there would be no indi
vidual self to perceive and no manifested world to be perceived. 
The removal of innate Ignorance will at once remove all the 
difference and along with the externality, materiality and finitude 
of the world, its objectivity, its character of being manifested and 
the plurality of manifestations within the Absolute would vanish. 
The manifestated Universe (even within consciousness) is super
imposed on the groundyreality of the Supreme Self as pure con
sciousness and its rejection leads to the reaffirmation only of its 
ground, i.e., pure consciousness of the Supreme Self. The indi
vidual selves and the manifested objects can be retained only as 
one with the pure Self. This means that the pure Self is the reality 
of the individual selves and of the manifested objects which are 
superimposed on it due to avidya. When avidya is destroyed, the 
superimposed vanish as unreal, leaving only their ground as real. 
Creation, projection or manifestation cannot be taken as ulti
mately real. Only the ground of this manifestation can be ulti
mately real.

KashmTra Shaivism is opposed to mayavada of Advaita Vedanta, 
but its 4abhasa* turns out in the end as ‘adhyasa* in disguise. It 
says that mdya or avidya cannot be taken as transcendental Illusion 
which hides the Real and projects the unreal on it. Nor can mdya 
be defined as ‘indefinable either as real or as unreal or as both*, 
for this is self-contradictory. It rejects ‘anirvachanlya-khyati’ or the 
Vedantic view of error as indescribable either as real or as unreal. 
Its theory of error is called ‘apurna-khyati* which is a form of 
‘akhyati*, according to which error is treated as imperfect knowl
edge or as ‘non-apprehension* and not misapprehension. But it 
has to admit that during illusion even the false appears in knowl
edge and should be treated as non-different from the projecting 
consciousness. Now, if the ‘rope-snake’ which appears in knowl
edge is said to be due to imperfect knowledge and is accepted 
as ‘real’ in the sense of being non-different from the projecting 
consciousness and as ‘unreal* in the sense of being an object out 
there, then even the so-called real snake, by the same logic, is due 
to imperfect knowledge and must be rejected as unreal in the 
sense of being different from the universal consciousness which 
projects it. From this it follows that everything, whether real or
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imaginary by our empirical standard, is equally ‘real’ as a mani
festation of consciousness (prahdshamanataya sattvam) and equally 
‘unreal’ as an object different from consciousness (bahya-rupena 
asattvam) . This removes the logical distinction between error and 
knowledge, between empirical error (pratibhasd) and transcen
dental error (vyavahdrd), and also between empirical reality 
(vyavahdrd) and transcendental reality (paramdrtha) . Vijnanavada 
Buddhism also places empirical and transcendental error on an 
equal footing (parikalpita) , but it does maintain the logical distinc
tion between error and truth and also the distinction between 
empirical consciousness (paratantra) and transcendental conscious
ness (parinispanna). And Kashmira Shaivism has not gained 
anything by obliterating the aforesaid distinction, for in the end 
by its own logic everything, real or imaginary, turns out to be 
unreal as experienced by us in our empirical life. Advaita Vedanta 
says that everything as experienced by us in our empirical life 
turns out to be ultimately false because it is a superimposition by 
mdya, but it has the advantage of safeguarding its empirical reality. 
In ‘abhasavada’ the world ultimately turns out to be false and 
there is no emphasis on its empirical reality. In its zeal to preserve 
the reality of the world, Kashmira Shaivism Wants to take the 
whole world into the Absolute and after shedding off its materi
ality, externality, finitude, etc., clings to its reality as the 
manifestation of the Absolute within and non-different from itself. 
But the reality of the world even as manifested within Conscious
ness as weSiave seen above cannot be upheld. Thus dbhasa turns 
out to be adhydsa, vivarta or mdya minus its advantage of preserv
ing empirical reality.

Again, inspite of its opposition to mdya or avidyd, Kashmira 
Shaivism has to accept all the characteristics of mdya in some form 
or the other. In Advaita Vedanta, mdya is transcendental Illusion 
which hides (dvarana) the Real and projects (inksepa) the unreal 
on the ground-reality. It is the principle of objectivity, externality, 
difference, limitation, finitude. All the characteristics of mdya are 
accepted in Kashmira Shaivism in some form or the other. This 
system frankly admits maya-tattva as the sixth in its list, of thirty- 
six tattvas. To distinguish it from the Vedantic mayd, it is called 
a tattva or reality. It is said to be an aspect of Shakti. It is the first 
manifestation of impure creation. It is the principle of externality 
(bdhyatd) and difference (bheda-pratiti). It is the power of
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obscuration (moha), because it acts as a veil (dvarana) l on the 
unity of the Self. It is the root-cause of all limitation and finitude 
(parichchheda) . In it the objectivity (visayata) is fully manifest. Shakti 
is treated as pure transcendental objectivity which remains in 
eternal union with the transcendental subject, so that the pure 
Self is at once self-consciousness or will, who enjoys his own bliss 
and creates the world through his free will-power. This Shakti 
called svatantrya, vimarsha, dnanda etc. is responsible for project
ing the world. That aspect of knowledge-power (jhatrtva-shakti) 
which is responsible for exclusion and differentiation through 
thought-forms is called Apohana-Shakti. That aspect of the will
power (ichchha-shakti) through which the Supreme conceals His 
own nature is known as svarupa-gopana-shakti and is called maya} 
And, above all, basic innate beginningless Ignorance or paurusar 
ajhana is also admitted and called 4anava-mald (the innate impu
rity of the Self). Though beginningless, it is removable by right 
knowledge. It conceals the real nature of the self and leads to the 
consciousness of its supposed imperfection and limitation 
(Apurnam-manyata). It obscures the free will of the self and makes 
it ignorant of the fact that this freedom belongs to it. It sprouts 
into samsdra}  In addition to these Prakrti tattva is admitted as the 
principle of materiality (jadatva). Thus we see that though openly 
avoiding the Vedantic concept of maya, Kashmlra Shaivism has to 
accept it in so many forms.

IV. EVALUATION OF PRATYABHIJNA

In this system self-recognition or pratyabhijha is accepted as lead
ing to moksa. This seems to be due to two’basic dogmas of this 
system, first, that reality is the union of the two, and second, that 
knowledge always has an objective reference and generates and 
receives impressions (samskara). In recognition there is an intui
tive awareness of the identity underlying the two states of the same 
substance (ubhayoh samarasyam) , and in it the mental impression 
is invariably coupled with the direct perception of the object. 
Both these dogmas can be challenged. Reality is pure transcen

1. bhedâvabhâsane mäyä-shaktih. tirodhäna-kärini mäyä.
2. mäyä svarüpa-gopanätmikä ichchhä-shaktih.
3. samsärärikura-käranam.
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dental unity and it cannot be taken as the union of the two. We 
have explained this above.1 Again, pure consciousness h  pure 
knowledge and has no objective reference at all and so the question 
of its being the substance of mental impressions does not arise. 
This system makes a distinction between pure consciousness (chit) 
and knowledge (jhana), by using the word ‘consciousness* in the 
sense of pure indeterminate awareness and by taking the word 
‘knowledge* in the sense of determinate intellectual knowledge. 
But this distinction is not justifiable. Pure knowledge is indeter
minate awareness, immediate experience and is identical with 
pure consciousness.

Kashmira Shaivism feels the necessity of self-recognition 
(pratyabhijha) for the removal of innate Ignorance (pauntfa-ajhana 
or anavamala) and the consequent realisation of the Real. As the 
innate Ignorance is not empirical it cannot be removed by intel
lectual knowledge (bauddha-jhana). It can be removed by imme
diate spiritual awareness ( paumsarjhana) or intuitive knowledge 
(prdtibhorjhana) which at once generates self-recognition or intui
tive awareness of the identity underlying the two states (images) 
of the same substance. Intellectual knowledge (including percep
tual knowledge) may remove the veil covering the object and 
consequently the object may be perceived or known. Yet, the 
ignorance of the real nature of the object may continue in the 
form of an imaginary distinction between the object now per
ceived and the object which we desire to perceive. In the example 
of a love-siqk lady given above,2 she fails to get any joy even 
though her lover was present before her because she was mistaking 
him as some one else, but when she recognises him she becomes 
all joy. Similarly, the finite self who has heard about the qualities 
of the Supreme Self and who is always perceiving His manifesta
tions which are really one with Him, does not obtain liberation 
unless he recognises his own self as one with the Supreme Self. 
When we analyse this self-recognition we find that it glides away 
in self-realisation or immediate spiritual experience. It is not 
recognition, but pure cognition or immediate realisation of the 
pure Self. The lady who fails to recognise her lover who is present 
before her has no right cognition of her lover, because she is

1. Supra, pp. 265-5.
2. Supra, p. 261.
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mistaking him as some one else. She is in illusion. When she gets 
rid of her illusion, his ascribed character which she was perceiving 
vanishes and his reality is directly perceived. The important point 
here is not the identification of the image of the lover formed and 
retained in the mind due to hearing about his qualities or his 
previous perception with the image generated by his present per
ception, but the direct perception of the identity of the person inspite 
of the difference in his states due to time, place, etc. Hence, it 
is right cognition, not recognition, which plays the crucial part 
here: the person must be perceived as what he really is and not 
as what he appears to be.

By the use of the word ‘recognition’, tins system wants to 
emphasise the fact that in moksa, the Self is not known for the 
first time. The Self is self-shining and eternal and is always intu
itively perceived. It is the transcendental foundation of all knowl
edge and therefore its presence is never missed. As this system 
accepts the theory of ‘ apiirna-khyati' (a form of akhyati) it takes 
error as ‘imperfect knowledge*. Hence, according to it, the Self 
which has been formerly perceived imperfectly is now fully 
perceived. Moksa is not knowledge of the unknown, but knowl
edge of the known (jhdtasya jhanam). In Vedanta too moksa is not 
a new acquisition; it is the realisation of the realised (prdptasya 
praptih). Kashmlra Shaivism calls it recognition because in it that 
which was formerly cognised, though imperfecdy, is again cognised 
in full. But error is not imperfect knowledge; it is wrong knowl
edge or misperception. Hence there is no recognition, but correct 
cognition; that which was formerly mis-perceived is now correctly 
perceived. It is not identification of the two; but removal of error 
by knowledge of the ground-reality on which the erroneous 
character was superimposed.

The Upanisadic saying ‘That thou art’ (tat tvam asi) emphasises 
the unity of the individual self with the Supreme Self, inspite of 
their imposed difference. The possibility of recognition is ruled 
out here, because the individual self has not seen the Supreme 
Self before and retains no mental impressions of it. Moreover, the 
Supreme Self can never be seen as an object and therefore the 
question of retaining its impressions in the mind is absurd. If it 
is said that by reading about its nature in the Sacred Texts or by 
hearing about it from the teacher, its image may be formed in 
the mind, this too is impossible, because, first, the Sacred Texts
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of the different schools may describe it in different ways; second, 
in the Sacred Texts of the Vedanta and also in the Shaiva Àgamas 
it is said to be beyond thought and language and therefore to be 
directly realised; third, even if it is taken as the abode of all good 
qualities, it is impossible to form its image in the mind. It would 
be evidently a mistake to extend empirical analogy to the Tran
scendental. Moreover, it is not recognition, but correct cognition, 
which is needed here. It need not be argued that the import of 
the saying That thou art’ lies in the assertion of thç identity of 
the two states of the same substance, i.e., the identity of the Supreme 
Self as the manifestor with the individual self as the manifested 
within the Supreme Self. The saying does not mean that the 
Supreme Self is both the manifestor and the manifested. It asserts, 
on the other hand, the identity of the subject inspite of imposed 
difference. It means that the individual self is absolutely identical 
with the Supreme Self. The individuality, finitude and limitations 
of the individual self are false because they are imaginary char
acters superimposed by axridyà. When màyà is dispelled by the 
immediate experience of the Self, it shines in its own nature as 
pure consciousness.

Kàshmïra Shaivism admits jivanmukti, emphasises the ultimate 
reality of the pure Self alone, traces all difference to innate 
Ignorance, treats bondage and liberation as ultimately unreal, 
takes everything as the manifestation of the Real, regards immediate 
spiritual experience as leading to moksa, admits màyà shakti as 
veiling the Real and as the root-cause of all difference, finitude 
and limitation and emphasises the need for spiritual discipline to 
realise the Self. Pratyabhijnâ glides away in aparoksànubhüti of 
Vedanta. There are many passages in the classical works of this 
system emphasising the transcendental unity of the Supreme Self 
and condemning all difference in unmistakable terms. Inspite of 
all this, this system has a bias against the inactivity of Brahma and 
the theory of màyà as advocated in Advaita Vedanta and wants to 
preserve the reality of everything by treating it as the manifestation 
of the Supreme. We have seen that it is not possible to do so. The 
School of Kàshmïra Shaivism appears to be a house divided against 
itself and its inner contradictions can be removed from the 
standpoint of Advaita Vedanta, which is often implicitly contained 
in it.
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Difference,
refutation of, 234-45 

Digha-nikaya, 21, 27-31 
Dinnaga, 5, 73, 111, 215

Esse est percipi, 83,177-214 
Epistcmic Idealism, 103-4 

refutation of, 113-6 
Error, theories of,

Akhyati, 84, 171-2 
Anyathakhyati, 84, 172 
Anirvachaniya-khyati, 172-4 
Apurna-khyati, 272-7 
Viparita-khyati, 172

Falsity, see Mithyatva 
Four Noble Truths, 10 
Fourth, the, s^Turiya 
Fourfold qualifications for study of 

Vedanta, 168

Gaudapadacharya, 5, 125-43 
and Madhyamika, 144,151 
and Vijnanavada, 152-63 

Gautjapadea-karika, 125-6 
God, see Ishvara

Hinayana, 3, 21-2, 29 
Hiriyanna, Prof. M., 15, 219

Illusion, empirical, 83-5
transcendental, 45, 89, 93, 177-8 

Immediate Experience, 47, 49, 67, 69 
128, 193, 199, 204. 227, 275 

Indescribable, 44, 46, 127, 224-6 
Indefinite, 174-5, 180 
Isha Upani$ad, 124, 133 
Ishvara,

in Advaita Vedanta, 98,189-91,228-9 
in Kashmira Shaivism, 255

Jaimini, 124 
Jayatirtha, 241 
JIva, 191-2, 228-9 
Jivan-mukti, 197-9, 260 
Jnana, 200-2 
Jheyavarana, 64

Kamalashila, 73 
Karma, 200-2, 252

Katha Upani$ad, 123, 133 
Kashmira Shaivism,

Shiva-Shakti Union, 250-3 
Thirt^six Tattvas, 253-6 
Abhasa-vada, 256-9 
Bandha and Mok$a, 259-60 
Pratyabhijna, 260-2 
Evaluation, 263-7, 268-77 

Kashmira Shaivism and 
Vijnanavada, 267-8 

Kena Upani§ad, 120 
Kleshas, 64, 100 
Kleshavarana, 64 
Kli$ta-manas, 99-100 
Krida, 127,134 
Kriya, 252 
Kr^na, Lord, 119 
Kscmaraja, 9, 249 
Kumarila Bhatta, 172

Lalita-vistara-sutra,42 
Lahkavatara-sutra, 40, 75-8 
Laukika, 160 
Liberation, see mok$a 
Ula, 134 
Lokottara, 160

Madhusudana Sarasvatl, 8, 221, 241-5 
Madhva, 121, 241 
Madhyama-pratipat, 20,43 
Madhyamika-karika, 43 
Madhyamika-school, 43-71 

Shunya or Shunyata, 43-5 
Dialectic, 45-50 
Critique of Causation, 51-5 
Objections answered, 58-63 
Nirvana, 65-71 

Madhyinta-vibhaga-sutra, 78, 107-10 
Mahadcvan, Prof. T.M.P., 144 
Mahaparinirvana-sutra, 29-30 
Mahasahghika, 37 
Mahavakya, 185, 199-200, 204, 276-7 
Mahayana-schools, 37-8 
Mahayana-sutras, 38-42 
Maitrcya-Natha, 37, 73 
Majjhima-nikaya, 21, 27, 31 
Manana, 200
Mandana-Mishra, 219-20, 223-4, 234-5 
Mandukya Upani^ad, 125 
Mancjlukya-karika, ¿¿¿Gaucjapada-karika
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Mâyâ, 40, 123,141, 221-2, 2 5 « ,  sa? also 
Avidyâ 

Measureless, see Amâtra 
Middle Path, 20. 43 
Mîmàmsâ, 84,171-2, 202 
MithyA, 6, 131.173 
Mithyâtva, 241-5 
Moksa, 193-7
Momcntariness, theory of, 56-7, 

Criticism of, 209-12 
Mundaka Upaniçad, 123

Nâgâijuna, 3,45-71 
Nâsadïya-sükta, 1 
Negation, 1, 46-7, 108, 176-7, 242 
Negation of Negation, 242-3 
NibbAna, see Nirvana 
Nimbàrka, 121 
Nihilism, 45, 218 
Nirvana, 28-31, 39, 65-71 
No-soul theory, see 

Anàtma-vàda or 
Nai râtmya-vâda 

No-origination, doctrine of, 52-5,127-35 
NrsimhAshrama-Muni, 235, 245 
NyAya-Vaisheçika, criticism of, 205-6

Object, as 'dharma' or 'all objects of 
thought’, 63
as 'artha' including individual sub
jects and external and mental objects, 
103

Objectivity, Transcendental Idea of, 87- 
9. 94 

Omniscience, 143 
OmkAra. 126, 137-8, 146 
Ontological Idealism, 113

PadmapAda, 221, 224 
Pâli Canon, 16
ParamArtha, 40, 47, 69,179-80 
Paratantra, 4, 104-5, 160-1 
Parikalpita, 4, 103-4, 160-1 
ParinamavAda, 52-3, 1834, 268 
Pariniçpanna, 4, 105-6, 160-1 
Pauruça-ajnâna, 259-60 
Pauru$a-jnàna, 259-62 
Prabhakara, 171 
Prajnà, 43, 49, 70, 137 
Prajnâ-pâramita, 40, 67

PrakAsha, 250-1, 260 
PrakAshAnanda, 221, 224 
PrakAshAtmA, 221, 242 
Prakrti, 65

criticism of, 207-9 
PramAnas, 59-60, 2365 
Pranava, 126, 137-8 
Prashna Upanisad, 124 
PratibhAsa, 179-80 
PratibhAsa-mAtra-sharira, 174 
Prati)*asamutpada, 18-20, 435 
Pratyabhijňá,

nature of, 249, 260-2 
evaluation of, 274*7 

Pudgala-nairatmya, 34, 63 
Puru$a, 2, 208-9,256 
Puni^ottama, 146 
Puru^a-sukta, 2 
Purnáhantá, 251, 260

Rádhákrishnan, Prof. S., 166 
Rámánujáchárya,

Charges against Máyá, 229-30 
tiicir replies, 230-1 

Rámáchárya, 241 
Ránade, Prof. R.D., 124 
Ratnakufa-sutra, 62 
R§i. 120
Relativity of thought,

.SViShúnyatá 
Revelation, 120

Sadáshiva, 2534 
Saddharmapuncjlarika-sutra, 39 
Sádhaná, 200
Sahopalambha-nipm, 83, 214 
SAksI, 99, 151, 192-3, 228-9 
Samadhi, 5, 42, 140-3 
SamadhiriijasCitra, 41 
SamavAp, 206 
SamsAra, 70
SamvrtI, 47-9, 68-70, 106, 131,1575, 239 
SAmarasya, 9, 250, 252 
SamghAta, 209 
SamjfiAvedayitanirodha, 139 
SAhkhya, 51, 133 

criticism o f , 200-9 
SarvajnAtma-Muni, 221, 224 
SarvAstivAda, 35, 66 
SatkAryavAda, 52-3, 133
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Sauträntika, 4, 73-4 
Sautrantika-Yogächära, 111 
Shaiva Agamas, 9, 249 
Shakti, 250-1

aspects of, 251-4 
Shaükarachärya, 2. 6, 121. 154, 165-218 

Adhyäsa, Avidyä, Mäyä, 167-184 
Ätmä or Brahma, 185-8 
Ishvara, JIva, Sak§i, 189-93 
Mok$a,JIvanmukti, 193-200 
Jnäna, Karma, Upäsanä, 200-3 
criticism of 
Mimam§a, 201-3 
Nyaya-Vaishcsika, 205-6 
Sänkhya, 206-9 
Sarvästiväda and 
Momcntariness, 209-12 
Vijnänaväda. 212-18 
Shünyavada, 218 

Shäükara-Bhä$ya on B rahm asütra 
(Shäriraka-Bha$ya), 168 etseq. 

Shantarak$ita, 73, 111 
Shäntideva, 68
Shatasähasrikä-Prajnäpäramita, 40 
Shravana, 200 
Shrihar$a, 8, 221, 23640 
Shruti, 132, 2034 
Shuddha-Adhvä, 255 
Shuddha-Laukika, 108,160 
Shünya, s^Shünyata 
Shünyatä, 43-5, 58-63 
Shünyavada, 43-71 

Dialectic, 45-50 
Critique of Causation, 51-5 
Objections Answered, 58-63 
Nairatmyaväda, 63-5 
Nirvana, 65-71 

Shvetäshvatära-Upani^ad, 123 
Skandhas, 56 
Spanda, 249, 252 
Sthaviravada, 15-6 
Sthiramati, 3, 73, 89-93 
Sureshvara, 219-22, 224 
Suttapitaka, 16 
Svätantrya, 251
Svatantra-Vijnänaväda, 110-2, 115-6 

Taijasa, 137
Taittiriya Upani$ad, 186 
Tantra, 9, 249

Tathàgata, 20, 31, 45, 75 
Tathâgata-garbha, 75, 77-8 
Tathalà, 45 
Thibaut, George, 121 
Thomas, Dr. E.J., 33 
Tipitaka, 16
Transcendental Ignorance, see Avidyà 

and Transcendental Illusion 
Transcendental Illusion, 11, 91, 94,102,

168-70 
Trika, 249-50 
Trisvabhàva, 102-6 
Tuchchha, 7, 180, 226, 243 
Turiya, 122,129, 137

Upanisads, 2. 3, 119-124 
Upâsanà, 201 
Upàya-kaushalya, 33 
Utpaladcva, 9, 249

Vâchaspati Mishra, 221, 2234 
Vachchhagotta, 27-8 
Vaibhàsika, 35 
Vaisheçika, 205-6 
Vaishâradya, 143, 162 
Vallabha, 121
Vasubandhu, 3, 73, 7889. 94-110 
Vasugupta, 9, 249 
Vcdas, 1-2 
Vcdânta,

meaning of, 119 
source of, 119-21 
central teaching of, 121-3 
Ancient teachers of, 124-5 
Prc-Shaftkara, 125-163 
Shaftkaras, 165-218 
Post-Shaiikara, 21945 

Vertkatanàtha, 2314 
Vidyâranya Svàmi, 221, 226 
Vigraha-vyàvarttanï, 59-60 
Vijnânavâda, 73-112 

evaluation of, 113-6 
Vijftâna-parinàma, 89-102 
Vijnapiimâtraiâ, 7880, 105-6 
Vijüaptimâtralâ-siddhi, 7889 
Vikalpa, 40, 71 
Vikalpaka manas, 77 
Vik§epa, 128, 137 
Vim'iarsha, 250-1 
Vimukiâtmâ, 221,2258
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Vinaya-pitaka, 16 
Vishva. 137 
Vishvotiirna, 250 
Vishvätniaka, 250 
Vi$aya-vijrtapti, 100-2 
Vivartavâda, 183*4

Wheel of Causation, see

Pratïtyasamu tpâda 
Wintemitz, Prof. M., I l l  
World, unrelality of, 129-31, 236-42

Yajfiavalkya, 2, 122-3, 147 
Yajurvcda, 2 
Yogasüira, 140 
Yogâchâra, see Vijnânavâda







Excerpts from  rm i nos:

“The book is quite good as an introduction to expose the interested students to 
some of the apparent similarities among the trends incorf ¡ora ted in the book and 
important issues raised by them. Likewise, it deserves credit to draw upon some of 
the important original sources, in contrast to the normal tendency to rely upon 

unreliable secondary sources or misleading translations. It may function as a 
good guide tofuture researchers indicating what sort of original works deserve to 
be studied carefully to refine one’s understanding of those trends. ”

M .P .  M aratjif.

T he Annals o f B.O.R. Institute, Vol. I.XXIX (1998), Pune, 1999

"The author has made a comparative and critical study of some schools of 
A dvaita in Indian philosophy on the basis o f primary sources. The book is 
interesting, illum inating and also controversial. Controversy, o f course, is no 
bane in philosophy; it is somethingvery natural. ”

D r .  N i r o d  B a r a n  C i i a k r a b o r t y  

Prabuddha Bharata V o l.: 101, December, 1999

“The author has also given a very balanced view of Advaita Vedanta, clearing 
in the process, many wrong interfrret at ions about Shankara and his Mayavada, 
accumulated over many centuries. Reading this book one comes to admire the 
grand structure o f A dvaita Vedanta, which is so lofty in its achievements that 
other schools o f philosophy, both Eastern and Western, pale into insignificance 

in its presence."
N.V.C. Swamy

The Vedanta Kesari, V ol.: 86, Jan-1999

“This valuable study covers the four systems of spiritual non-dualism (Advaita- 
vada) and studies critically and comparatively Sunyavada, Vijnanavada  

A dvaita Vedanta and Kashmira Shaivism on the basis o f sources, which are 
quoted or refened to specifically. The author clarifies the rather abstiuse issues in 
thefour systems and presents the difficult metaphysical ideas with great clarity; 
as he shows the relation between the systems with some original approaches, his 
work will be o f particular interest to the students o f Indian philosophy and the 
evolutions o f the A dvaita Vedanta. ”

E dgar  C  P o i .o m i

T hejournal o f Indo-European Studies Vol.: 26 No. 122 Spring/Sum m er 1998
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