
This booklet briefly describes how Advaita philosophy is a 
~ogical culmination of the thought process which began a long 
time ago and of which one gets an idea in the Vedas. The main 
concepts of this philosophy have found expression for the first 
time in a systematic manner in the Gau<f,apiidakiirikiis. Sankara 
coming in the same line of thinkers, polished and chiselled 

· these concepts of Gau9apada grounding them on a sure 
philosophical -footing by comm·enting on the prasthanatrayf. 
Sankara thus laid the methodology for all future Vedanta 
acaryas who had to comment on the prasthiinatrayf for 
recognition of their school of thought. 

· The booklet also atfempts a brief outline of Sankara's life 
history based on tradition. Sankara is not only the iiciirya par 
excellence of the advaita thought but is also considered to be 
the author of a number of bhakti compositions. The apparent 
contradiction in allowing bhakti or devotion to a personal God 
while propagating an uncompromising path of knowledge 
(jnanamarga) for li_beration has been explained on the basis of 
Sankara's philosophy itself. 

Whether advaita discounts the value of worldly existence is also 
examined from the standpoint of Sankara's own life. Sankara 
himself in his personal life, upheld the highest values of truth 
and integrity and Sankara's own life reinforces the idea that 
advaita in no way makes an individual other-worldly and. 
disinterested m tbe day-to-day affairs of the world. 
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FOREWORD 

The Indian Institute of Advanced Study from its very inception 
in 1965 encouraged its Fellows to interact among themselves 
and with outside scholars through weekly seminars. By now, 
consequently, about two hundred contributions have been 
made. Some of the papers discussed in these seminars were 
published by the Institute as 'occasional papers' in the early 
years of its activity. This publication programme was dis-. 
continued till it was revived in 1984. 

Dr T.S. Rukmani's Sankara: The Man and His Philosophy 
is being published in the 'occasional papers' series in the hope 
that it will be of interest to the general reader as well as the 

specialist. 

J.S. GREWAL 

Director 





PREFACE 

The fortnightly seminars at the Indian Institute of Advanced 
Study (IIAS) where a fellow presents a working paper which 
is followed by a lively discussion is something one looks forward 
to. The discussion is invariably enriching and rewarding. 

This paper on Sankara was also first presented as a working 
paper at one of these seminars. One takes for granted that 
Sankara and advaita is something which is part and parcel of 
the Indian ethos. I was in for a rude shock when it was apparent 
that beyond a vague notion of Sankara being the propounder 
of the advaita philosophy there was not much understanding of 
the rigorous logic which compelled Sankara to conclude that 
'Truth' can only be one without a second, i.e., Advaita. This 
made me try and state the Advaita concepts in a manner which 
would be intelligible to those who are interested in Advaita 
philosophy. I do hope that this small work will help those who 
have no time to go into Sankara's intricate thinking, given in 
voluminous works like the Brahmasutrabhii~ya, understand the 
basic points of Advaita. For me it has been a unique experience 
summarising the philosophy of this stalwart amongst Indian 
thinkers. It was made possible because of my fellowship at the 
IIAS for which I am indeed thankful. 

T.S. RUKMANI 





SANKARA-THE MAN AND HIS PHILOSOPHY 

Sankara's philosophy is what is known as advaita and it has 
captured the imagination of philosophers and scholars all over 
the world. It is one of the most discussed philosophies and is 
as relevant today as it was in the years when Sankara propunded 
it. 

To get an idea of its popularity one has to only look at The 
Encyclopaedia of Indian Philosophies Vol. I published in 1981. 
It lists almost 700 titles on Advaita Vedanta and runs into about 
30 pages. This collection is only of well known titles published 
upto 1965. It does not include books like Raja Rao's Serpent 
and the Rope or Fritz Capra's Tao of Physics and also such 
books which discuss Vedanta as part of their broader 
framework. Nor does it include books on comparative studies 
like that between Sankara and other philosophers like Hegel 
and Bradley. This thus indicates the perennial interest that 
Sankara's advaita has evoked over the centuries and continues 
to do so right upto the present day. 

Dr Radhakrishnan thus describes Sankara in his History of 
Indian Philosophy, Vol. II. 

It is impossible to read Sankara's writings, packed as they 
are with serious and subtle thinking without being conscious 
that one is in contact with a mind of a very fine penetration 
and profound spirituality. With his acute feeling of the 
immeasurable world, his stirring gaze into the abysmal 
mysteries of spirit, his unswerving resolve to say neither more 
nor less than what could be proved, Sankara stands out ~s a 
heroic figure of the first rank in the somewhat motley crowd 
of the religious thinkers of medieval India. His philosophy 
stands out complete, needing neither a before nor an after. 
It expounds its own presuppositions, is ruled by its own end 
and holds all its elements, in a stable, reasoned equipoise. 

It is interesting to note that Somerset Maugham's Razor's 
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Edge is a remarkable expos1t1on of advaita for the modern 
mind. He quotes the Ka{hopan4ad at the beginning of this 
book .. The title itself is borrowed from the words 'k$urasya 
dhiirii nisitii duratyayii ... ' from the same Upani$ad. 1 He further 
quotes Emerson 'They reckon ill who leave me out, when me 
they fly, I am the wings; I am the doubter and the doubt, And 
I the hymn the Brahmin sings', in answer to the question 'who 
can explain the Infinite in words'? 

The character in Rajor's Edge poses the problem in the 
following manner: 'You who are so liberal, who know the 
world, who've read so much, science, philosophy, literature ... 
do you in your heart of hearts believe in incarnation?' The 
answer is: 'My dear friend if I did not believe in it life would 
have no meaning for me.' 'And what is the goal'? 'Liberation 
from the bondage of rebirth.' The whole book is a remarkable 
exposition of advaita for the modern mind. 

Jawaharlal Nehru has this to say of Sankara in his 'Discovery 
of India'. 

He synthesised diverse currents troubling the mind of India 
and built a unity of outlook. In his life of only 32 years he 
did the work of many long lives and left such an impress of 
his powerful mind and rich personality on-India that it is very 
evident right upto this day. He was a curious mixture of 
philosopher and ss::holar, agnostic and mystic, poet and saint, 
practical reformer and able organiser. On the popular plane 
he destroyed many a dogma and opened the door of his 
philosophical sanctuary to everyone who was capable of 
entering it irrespective ~f caste or creed. 

Thus this sampling proves beyond doubt the continued 
interest that Sankara evokes not only in the country of his birth 
but all over the world. 

Is this, one may ask, only a reverence for the past which is 
a way of paying tribute to them? Kalidasa cautioned us in the 
Miilavikiignimitram, against accepting everything that is old to 
be gold and also simultaneously warned us that everything new 
need not be without any blemish. 2 It is for the wise to pronounce 

2 



judgement on the merits of a work after examining it from all 
angles.3 It is only those works which can stand the test of time 
that will continue to fire peoples' imagination for ever. Thus it 
is that the works of Kalidasa, Shakespeare, Goethe and others 
are all time works. 

If this is true of literary works, it is but natural that 
fundamental schools of thought including philosophical schools 
that shape the thought processes of whole groups of people 
should continue to guide generations of human beings long 
after the founder was no more. 

Neither literature nor philosophy is independent of a social 
process. No person is born into a vacuum. Every person by 
his/her accident of birth into a particular family, religion or 
country is born into the ethos of a particular culture. 
Irrespective of the ideology that one may grow into in maturity, 
the influences of those early impressionable years, where one 
absorbs a lot from the environment and surrounding as much 
as from one's immediate family is part of one's heritage. It is 
in this context that Sankara is importar.t. 

Sankara had a mind that was able to delve deep into the 
Upani~ads and come out with some truly astonishing 
philosophical ideas. He was able to combine tradition with a 
new way of radical thinking and laid the foundation for much 
of the later philosophical thought in India. 

Sankara's place is not confined to only scholarly and 
I 

philosophical circles. There are some thinkers who are like 
pillars or like threads woven into a cloth. Remove the threads 
and the cloth will collapse out of existence. Sankara and his 
place in Indian history and thought is such a one. The entire 
ethos and culture is permeated with a lot of what Sankara 
preached and taught; thus it is impossible to understand the 
psyche of the Indian without understanding the significance of 
such words as nirgurJ,a-brahman, sagurJ,a-brahman, miiyii, 
avidya, jriiinamiirga, j[viitmii, paramiitmii, etc. 
. The oft-quoted example of the rope and the snake, the 
unplicit acceptance of the divinity of man because of the identity 
of the jiviitmii witb the paramiitmii, the internalising of the 
Understanding of the immortality of iitman, which in a sense 
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has removed the fear of death, are all a contribution of 
Sankaracarya. What is more important is to know that the 
internalisation of these values and concepts is widespread-not 
restricted to the so-called educated elite and is the common 
heritage of every Indian. 

Sankara's . philosophy cannot be called something 
completely original and propunded by him for the first time. 
Gauc;lapada,· who is traditonally considered his guru's guru, 
(Govindapada being Sankara's guru) I-aid the foundations of 
advaita through his ajiitiviida in the Miir:u/.ukyakiirikiis. In order 
to understand many of the theories that Sankara propounded 
like the world being an appearance and having only a 
vyiivahiirikasattii, or that there can be only o.ne Re~lity logically 
and therefore the individual self has of necessity to be one with 
the ultimate Truth and other truths which followed from this 
basic premise, will become clear if we look at what Gauc;lapada 
has to say on all these points in the Gauq.apiidakiirikiis. 
Gauc;lapada can be called the first person to systematically state 
the advaita position. Thus Mahamaho-padhyaya Vasudeva 
Shastri Abhyankar summarises the contributions of Gaudapada 
and Sankaracarya as follows: 

Whatever Gauc;lapada intended to say in his kiirikiis 
Sankaracarya has hinted in his bhii$ya. Whatever G. merely 
hinted S. propounded. Whatever G. propounded S. proved 
by reasoning. Whatever G. proved S. established firmly. 
Whatever G. hinted as worthless S. treated with contempt. 
Whatever G. treated with contempt S. condemned outright. 
Whatever G. condemned outright S. brushed aside uncere
moniously. Whatever G. brushed aside, S. threw overboard 
mercilessly. Whatever G. threw overboard S. destroyed lock, 
stock and barrel. 4 

The Ajiitiviida or non-origination theory of Gauc;lapada is 
based on the following reasons given in the kiirikiis. The first 
principle is that nothing can change its nature, for any little 
change will result in its ceasing to be the original entity.5 Thus 
it is made clear that all is existence and unoriginated. 'Whatever 
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is not there before and is not there in the end must not be 
existing in the present as well'.6 Thus objects experienced in 
the working and dream states are peculiar to their own states. 
The objects in a dream are real only to a dreamer and the 
objects in the waking state are real only to one who experiences 
them in that state. 

The so-called ideas, forms and shapes are all 
superimpositions on the paramiitman. While ignorant people 
may describe the paramiitman variously the truth is that there 
is really no creation and it can be described as a castle in the 
air. 

7 
Gau<;iapiida's famous ajiitiviida ( theory of non-origination) 

is stated as 'there is no annihilation, no birth, no one bound to 
samsara, no one trying for liberation, no one desirous of 
lib~ration, no one liberated'. 8 'Only advaita exists and it is 
unoriginated and there is nothing distinct or non-distinct apart 
from iitman'. 9 

If there is only the one how did the universe come to be 
produced he asks and then answers it by demolishing the causal 
theory itself. Gau<;lapiida says that one cannot prove the 
relation between cause and effect. The relation of cause and 
effect implies that (i) cause and effect are different, (ii) cause 
must have existed before effect, i.e., effect must have not 
existed before being produced. 

'In the first case if cause and effect are different anything can 
be produced out of anything; and in the second case also if the 
effect dfd not exist before then it would always remain so. An 
effect must have its nature similar to that of the cause'. 10 

lJierefore Gau<;iapiida says (i) an existent cannot produce a 
non-existent, (ii) a non-existent cannot produce an existent, 
(iii) an existent cannot produce another existent for there would 
be vikriya in its nature during the process, and (iv) a 
non-existent thing can obviously not produce another 
non-existent thing. 11 

Thus when there is no transformation because there is no 
relation of cause and effect, one reaches the only conclusion 
that 'there is only one entity which must be unborn, immutable 
and all pervading' .12 

One can easily discern the basis of many of Sankara's theories 
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in the above ajiitiviida of Gaw;lapada. It is thus correctly said 
that Sankara built his advaita on the foundation laid by 
Gauc;!apada. But, Sankara, by his genius, was able to reinstate 
the Upani~adic heritage which was almost threatened with 
extinction due to the efforts of such stalwarts as Asvagho~a, 
Nagarjuna, Asanga and Vasubandhu and put it in a strong 
logical framework. He was also responsible for taking the 
message of advaita throughout the length and bre11dth of the 
country. This is also amazing if one recalls the historical and 
political conditions of the country round about the eighth 
century A.O. 

At this period in India's history the north was reeling under 
a feeling of deep insecurity. The last of the emperors, 
Harshavardhana was himself a Buddhist and the country had 
as yet not recovered from the onslaught of the Hiinas. ·Though 
politically this was not true of South India, the decline of 
dharmariijya, with the advent of reform movements like, 
Buddhism and Jainism, was as much true in the South as in 
other parts of the country. It was perhaps the strength and 
vigour of South India between A.O. 550 and 750, which threw 
up a leader of Sankara's dynamism who with his clear insight 
was able to weave the various strands of philosophico-religious 
thought available, into a single strand, and fit it into the 
traditional heritage without appearing to harm its fundamental 
tenets. 

Going back to the philosophy of Sankara, it is generally 
stated that Sankara himself summarised his whole philosophy 
into two lines so that even those who could not get time to read 
any of his works could still get an idea of this philosophy. Thus 
he says that 'the only Truth is Brahman and the world is an 
illusion. The self is none other than Brahman itself' .13 

The journey that philosophy took before stating this truth in 
such a succint form can be imagined. The seed for such a growth 
was already sown in the Ntisadfyasu.kta of the IJ.gveda. There, 
the Vedic !"$i wonders about the origin of the universe. The first 
verse of this su.kta runs as follows: 'There was neither being 
nor non-being then; there was not the air nor the heaven which 
is beyond, what did it contain? Where? In whose protection? 



Was there water unfathomable, profound? Who knows truly?'
14 

While there are only seven verses in this hymn each one is 
pregnant with ideas. All known conditions are predicted of that 
state in which figure darkness, water, heat and the void. It is 
finally stated that desire is the bond that connects the existent 
in the non-existent. 

The seeds of not only Vedanta but even Buddhism and 
Jainism can be traced to this Niisadfyasukta. The ancient ,:~is 
pose the problem of the origin of the universe vividly but have 
no answer to their query. There was no answer to that query 
at that time neither is there one in this day and age in spite of 
the tremendous strides that science has made. Physicists are 
still grappling with the same problem ... is the origin of the 
universe due to a big bang or has the universe always been 
around they ask. They are divided equally in their opinion 
about the two options. Thus in spite of years of research and 
inquiry the present day scientist is not better off in absolute 
terms as far as this question is concerned. His conjecture is only 
as good as the intuition of the Vedic ,:#. 

The Niisadiyasllkta, the tendency to give equal importance 
to every personified deity known, called as Kenotheism or 
Henotheism by scholars, statements like 'The one truth is 
known in many ways' 15 and similar ideas are all working towards 
reducing the ultimate truth, behind the visible universe, to a 
single entity. 

By the time of the Upan~ads a shift in thought had taken 
place. The r~i is now increasingly looking inwards within himself 
in search of the fundamental truth. Since Sankara and the 
earlier iicaryas rely mainly on the Upani~ads to develop the 
advaita philosophy it will be useful to look for clues for advaita 
in the Upani~adic literature itself. While the period of 
argumentation and logic is yet to come soon after, in the sutras 
and bh~yas, in the Upani~ads we are still in the period of 
speculation. The search for that true self is conducted through 
a Process of reduction from the gross to the subtle, on the one 
hand, and through an analysis based on the principle of 
consciousness, on the other. The nature of the enduring self 
through all the stages of growth, all mental states and all stages 
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of expenence like waking, dream and deep sleep, engaged the 
attention of the Upani~ads. The first philosopher to make full 
use of the three states of waking, dreaming, deep sleep and 
turya (or turfya) described in the B,:hadiiral'}yakopani~ad and 
Chtindogyopani~ad was GaU<;lapada. 16 In the waking state the 
self experiences various objects with the help of the mind and 
sense-organs; in dream the sense-organs are quietened and the 
self perceives only with the help of the mind, the subtle objects 
inside; in deep sleep the sense organs and mind are inactive 
and the self perceives nothing. Furthermore the experiences of 
the waking state are contradicted in the dream state and 
vice-versa; thus, in truth, there is no real difference between 
the two states. 

After deep sleep one gets up with the feeling 'I slept very 
well, I did not perceive anything'. Thus the sense-of-I, due to 
avidyii or ignorance is still present in that state as well. 
Therefore this also cannot be the highest reality says 
Gauc;Japada. This leads to the conclusion that the highest truth 
will have to be something transcending the above three states 
and Gauc;Japada calls it the turya or fourth which is unoriginated 
and the same always. 

Sankaracarya and the later commentatprs expand this later 
into a full-fledged theory of the witness or siik~f present in all 
the three states of waking, dreaming and deep sleep experience. 

Statements like 'I am Brahman'. 17 'That you are'. 18 'Brahman 
is Ananda'. 19 'Brahman is knowledge'20 

•.. called the mahii
viikyas, are paving the way that would logically lead to the one 
and only truth called Brahman, not different from the enduring 
jiva entity or the self in man. Thus the B,:hadiiral'}yakopani~ad 
summarises this truth as 'The great endless infinite reality is 
but pure intelligence'. 'The same Upani~ad again describes the 
ultimate in these words 'Through what should one know that 
owing to which all this is known ... through what O Maitreyi, 
should one know the knower?'21 

Building on these blocks Sankara develops his unique theory 
of adhyiisa or superimposition. Though Gauc_lapada mentions 
the rope-snake illusion22 and hints at adhyiisa it was left to 
Sankara to build the theory in all its details to fit the 
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fundamentals of advaita philosophy. He explains the principle 
of adhyiisa in his preamble to the Brahmasutrabhii!jya. The two 
key words he uses there are asmatpratyaya and yu!jmat
pratyaya, the subject and the object; the former is characterised 
by awareness and its sphere is the notion of 'I' while the latter 
covers all the objects. There is an erroneous identification of 
the properties of those two on each other which is adhyiisa, 
according to Sankara. 23 To give an example, when one says 'I 
am this body' the body as such is superimposed on the self 
conceived of as 'I' i.e. the separateness of the body and the self 
is forgotten. Similarly when one says 'This is my body' the 
attributes of the body are superimposed on the self i.e. the 
attributes are mixed up. And this mixing up or adhyiisa is itself 
avidya; its opposite or the ascertainment of the nature of the 
vastu (real entity) by separating the superimposed thing from 
it is called vidyii. 

What is important to remember in adhyiisa is that the 
substance on which there is a superimposition is not affected 
in the least by the qualities of the thing superimposed. The 
standard examples to grasp this truth are given from day to day 
experience as when one mistakes a rope for a snake or a piece 
of shell for silver. The snake in the rope-snake example is the 
superimposed on the rope which is the underlying reality. It is 
due to avidyii and is realised the moment vidyii or viveka dawns 
that this is not a snake but just a rope. 

Having established Brahman as the one and only Truth 
Sankara discusses the lower truths under which come God, the 
world of hopes and aspirations, subject and object, cause and 
effect. While Brahman is the piiramiirthikasattii, the 
vyavahiirikasattii comprises the above. The one is real, the 
other unreal, nay illusion itself. Sankara following his guru, has 
one more level of reality, the priitibhiisika (imagined). 
Priitibhasika is imagined as the objects in a dream. Compared 
to the priitibhiisika the vyiivahiirika lasts longer. Thus the world 
of ex . 
th P~nen~e, of name and form, though lasting longer than 
the 0 bJ_ects m _a dream, is also an illusion, to be transcended by 
th: badhakaJniina ( sublating knowledge) of the piiramiir-

1 asatta, Brahman. 
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One criticism levelled against advaita is that it proclaims the 
world in which we all move and act to be unreal. This 
unfortunately is a misunderstanding of the philosophy. Advaita 
only states that ontologically the ultimate Reality belorigs only 
to Brahman. And it is only from the standpoint of the ultimate 
Reality Brahman that the world has no reality. As long as 
self-realization does not take place the world of experience has 
all the reality in a worldly sense. 

Looked at differently, Brahman is what, appears as the world 
and therefore the appearance is true for all purposes till such 
time as Brahman realization does not take place. It is only from 
the epistemological standpoint of a higher experience and 
knowledge of the Absolute Reality that the world is called 
unreal. 

As long as one is under the influence of ignorance the world 
has all the reality that one supposes it to have. It is like a 
dream-tiger. A dream-tiger frightens the dreamer who knows 
it is unreal only on waking up and not while dreaming of it. 
Similarly till knowledge dawns the world of experience is real 
for all practical pqrposes and is thus called the vyiivahiirikasattii. 

The next question that automatically arises is the nature of 
Brahman, the piiramiirthikasattii and its relationship to the 
world, the vyiivahiirikasattii. We can know what Brahman is 
not, says Sankara, for to know what Brahman is, is not knowing 
him in fact. Gau<;iapada also describes the iitman in negative 
terms.24 Sankara describes Brahman in his Dasasloki as 'It is 
not one it is non-two; it is not absolute, it is non-absolute; 1t is 
not sunya, it is not asunya; what can I say about that established 
in Vediinta'? 25 

Though in truth Brahman cannot be described, an attempt 
is made in order to explain its relationship with the world. 
!3r~hm~n _can be described in two ways: (i) with reference to 
its mtnns1c nature (svarupalak~aTJ,ii) and·(ii) with reference to 
its accidental nature (ta[asthala~aTJ,ii). 

Brahman's essential nature is expressed as S{lccidiinanda 
svarupa composed of the three words sat (existence) cit 
(consciousness) and ·iinanda (bliss). One cannot go into the 
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elaborate reasoning by which Brahman came to be associated 
with these three words, here. 26 

Sat expresses an unique existence in the sense that there is 
no other reality like it or unlike it. Cit stands for spiritual 
consciousness per se, where there is no distinction between 
knower, known and_ knowledge. 'It is not possible to deny 
knowledge, for the denial itself is a form of knowledge-like 
assertion. Similarly it is not possible to deny being, for the 
denial and one who denies assert their being. Thus being is 
self-existent, and self proved (svaya,r,siddha) and knowledge is 
self-luminous (svayamprakiisa) and also illumines the object 
known (paraprakiisaka )'. 27 

As for iinanda it is a deep state of bliss which consists in 
self-realisation. The acquisition of wordly pleasures and the 
seeking of happiness points to the fact that happiness is one's 
nature. 'One spontaneously feels blissful in gaining oneself'. 28 

In other words pleasure is not in the object sought but in 
fulfilling oneself. Thus in self-realisation or in the ultimate 
fulfilment there is supreme bliss (iinanda) ~hich is the nature 
of Brahman. 

But one has to understand that the three-:-sat, cit and iinanda
are not three qualities· of Brahman, but its essential nature. 
Looked at ontologically we realise the Being or sat aspect of 
Brahman. From the epistemologial viewpoint Brahman is 
revealed as cit or consciousness. And from the point of view of 
the highest value Brahman is iinanda or bliss itself. 

As for the world it is described as the accidential nature of 
Brahman. That from which the origination, preservation and 
annihilation of the world takes place is Brahman. This is 
discussed by Sankara under the second siitra of the 
Brahmasutras. 29 Brahman who is without attributes and is the 
Absolute cannot be a cause of the world as then he will cease 
to be without attributes; the world cannot also be uncaused 

: which then will land us in a duality like the Sankhyas, for it 
will have to be another reality itself. That will render absolutism 
meaningless. 

Sankara therefore works out an explanation which steers 
clear of the Sankhyan satkiiryaviida and Nyaya's asatkiiryaviida 
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or iirambhaviida and arrives at what is known as viiiartaviida or 
the doctrine of appearances. The basis for vivartaviida is also 
'adhyiisa' or superimposition; one can say that vivartaviida is 
only an extension of the theory of adhyiisa or superimposition. 
There are some scholars who would argue that adhyiisa and 
vivaria are both two sides of the same coin---one being an 
epistemological explanation while the other being an 
ontological explanation of the same phenomenon. Vivaria is in 
other words only an appearance, it does not introduce any 
change in the real thing and the thing always remains unaffected 
and unchanged. The changes are only apearances, are only 
names and forms. The standard example trom the world for 
this is that of the clay from which the pot is made; the change 
of earth into pot is merely a nomirial one; the pot as pot is still 
an earthern pot and it is only the ~arth which is real, the pot 
being secondary in the real sense. This is vivarta or appearance 
of the pot in the clay like the appearance of the snake in the 
rope. 30 What has to be borne in mind here is that, from the 
absolute point of view the world is but an appearance. But 
when the absolute is associated with miiya then creation of the 
world is inevitable. 

Creation is a beginningless activity. Sankara is not concerned 
with giving a metaphysical doctrine about the origin of the 
world. Creation is the manifestation of that which exists in an 
unmanifest form in lsvara also known as Sagw:ia Brahman. The 
absolute when associated with miiya is called Sagw;a brahman 
or lsvara. What is the nature of this maya is the next question? 
Starting with the rope-snake example one can get an idea of 
the nature of maya. Thus when one sees a snake in the rope 
one cannot say whether the snake here is real or unreal. A:s 
long as one does not realise the illusion the snake exists, it i~ 
sublated only when one realises that it is a rope and not a snake. 
Thus the status of the snake here cannot be called real as i1 
disappears when the real rope is seen; but it is not totally fals( 
for the one who saw it reacted to it as he would have on seein1 
a real snake. An unreal object like a round-square or a horse': 
horn cannot be a matter of experience. Therefore the 
snake-experience is neither real nor unreal, nor both as tha 
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would be a contradiction. 
Sankara does not address himself to the origin of creation, 

but he explains in detail how one can understand creation, 
sustenance and destruction through the concept of miiyii. 

Therefore Sankara describes ma ya as neither sat nor asat and 
it is anirvacanfya. 31 This then is also the nature of the universe. 
According to Suresvaracarya - 'All entities of the universe 
whether of the cosmic or super-cosmic order and even within 
the former of the empirical or illusory nature, are only diverse 
appearances, appraised as so many real or illusory entities from 
the view-point of relativity and arising from and lasting upto 
the termination of miiyii'. 32 However miiyii has no reality to 
constitute a limit to Brahman while it has the power to conceal 
Brahman and make it appear as the world. Avidyti arises on 
the basis of and with reference to Brahman. 33 

This miiyii concept finds mention in Gaucjapiida Kiirikii. 34 

Miiyii has the power of obscuration (iivara~a) and the power 
of projection (vik~epa). The iivara~asakti conceals the real 
Brahman and the vik~epasakti projects the ur1real world along 
with the individual souls. 

The Paiicadasf thus says that miiyii transforms the immutable 
Ku{astha, the ever-associationless atman phenomenally into the 
form of the universe. 

35 
The introduction of miiyii solves partially 

the causal fact in the coming into being of the universe. But 
the appearance of the world is a puzzle and scholars are not 
uniform in understanding the association of miiyii with 
Brahman. 

Thus there are various explanations for this like (1) the 
concrete appearances of the universe are projections on the 
unchanging Br{lhman; they are not the effects and brahman is 
not the upiidiina or: material cause, (2) Brahman and miiyii are 
jointly the cause of the world, Brahman the unchanging cause 
and miiyti the changing cause (in Padarthanin~aya), (3) 
Brahman is the material cause through the instrumentality of 
mtiyti (Sarvajnatmamuni), (4) Mtiyti associated with Brahman 
produces the world (Vacaspati Misra). 353 There is also the 
opinion that mtiyti is the real material and not Brahman who 
is beyond cause and effect. Sankara advocates the doctrine of 
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Abhinnanimittopiidiinakiiraf}aviida ,i.e., God or lsvara is both 
the material and efficient cause of the universe. Thus then the 
world comes into being through the association of miiyii with 
Brahman. The moment knowledge dawns experientially that 
all this is Brahman it ceases to exist. 'Neither the existence nor 
the destruction of miiyii is a concrete fact but its existence is 
presumptuous or suppositional and its sublation is epistemo
logical. So it may be concluded that all appearances whether 
empirical or illusory are projected out on the strength and in 
the light of the underlying appearances of reality (cidiibhiisas) 
by miiya, which also is merely an appearance and only 
apparently associated with the former as its undeniable logical 
counte~art until the realisaion of it~ pure non-dualistic 
nature'. Thus the world has only a vyavaharika nature and 
ceases to be the moment there is the realisation of the ultimate 
truth. 

The next question of philosophical interest is the nature of 
the individual self which experiences and participates in the 
world (the vyiivahiirikasattii). It is here that 'the doctrine of 
'upiidhis' (adjuncts), is introduced. The jfva, according to 
Sankara is the self itself but has been limited by the upiidhis. 37 

Jfva is not a part (amsa) of Brahman, 38 it is not a modification 
of Brahman (change) but jfva is Brahman conditioned by 
avidyii. Like an actor who dons various parts and plays various 
roles the reality. appears differently, as different centres of 
experience, through avidyii. 39 

Some later philosophers make a distinction between miiyii 
and avidyii. Miiyii is considered the cosmic counterpart of 
avidyii which is associated with individual selves. Sankara seems 
to use both the words synonymously. The agency thus belongs 
to the jfva and it is the jfva limit~d by avidya which is the agent 
(karta) and experiencer (bhoktii) in the world. Everything here 
is dependent on the upiidhis. · The two theories of avacchedii
vacchedaviida and bif!lbapratibif!lbaviida are used to effectively 
explain the relation between jf va and brahman. While jfva is 
like space limited by a pot, house, etc., Brahman is unlimited 
space. So also jfvas are the reflection of Brahman in avidyii like 
the reflection of the sun in water. 40 GaU<;lapada uses the analogy 
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of pot-limited space and also hints at the reflection theory. 41 

'Sankara uses the analogy of reflection and that of pot-defined 
ether in order to make clear the adventitious nature of 
jivatva'.

4
~ The jfras exist only as long as vidyii does not dawn 

on it. Once l'idyli dawns and its identity with Brahman is 
realised. the upiidhis disappear and the knower is Brahman 
himsclf.

4
J Since this knowledge is different from ordinary 

knowledge it is described as aparok~iinubhuti. 44 

This state of realisation is known as mok~a. Advaita Vedanta 
allows for this state to happen while living in the world itself. 
This is known as the jfvanmukta stage. This is so because the 
priirabdhakarma ( or deeds that have started giving their fruits) 
has to go through its full cycle even if Brahma-realisation 
happens in between. 

The jfvanmukta concept in advaita is again something which 
needs a little clarification. In this context another allied 
question is whether 'individual liberation' is at all possible when 
there is only one Reahty Brahman and that is the same as jfva. 

Appayya Diksita propagates the idea of 'universal 
liberation'. 

45 
This is based on the dual interpretation of the 

adhi~!hiina of all phenomenal appearances. It can either be 
'Abhasa of Consciousness or Consciousness non-differentiated 
from Abhasa' .

46 
If the adhiHhiina or support is the former then 

all other secondary appearances like the world, individual 
selves and so on are appearances of this primary appearance 
and only they w·11 d' . . . 
h 

1 1sappear when there 1s direct perception of ·t e support which · S _ 
It . t 

1
. . is agu,:,a Brahman or Jsvara. And the 

u 1ma e rea 1sat1on of B h 
rimar "d - ra man can take place only when the 

~ _Y avi ya ~r iibhiisa is sublated which will lead to the 
hberat1on of all 11vas and the 'subl t· , Id 

. a 10n of the whole wor . 
But 1f one takes the support or adh. h _ b f h 

1 . . . ~! ana to e o t e atter 
kmd (Consciousness non-differentiated f -bh - ) h h . . ram a asa t en t e 
~eah~a_t10~ of ~rahman whe~ av~dyii is got rid off and 
anmh1lat1on of _its ~ppear~nc~ 1_n avidyii as well as its product, 

the mind, const1tutmg the md1v1dual soul, would be intelligibly 
admissible' .

47 
To Suresvaracarya this does not appear to be 

much of a problem as to him iibhiisa being an appearance pure 
and simple, is sublated on the realisation of brahman. Thus he 
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does not subscribe to the liberation of all on the liberation of 
the one.48 'According to Suresvara it is not a case of destruction 
but that of sublation and sublation is altogether different from 
destruction in as much as the former has for its counter
correlation or antithesis appearance and is non-concrete, non
factual and nothing other than realisation of Reality .. whereas 
the latter has for its counter-correlation some concrete object 
factual and independent' .49 

The question of liberation for one or for all does not engage 
the attention either of Sankara or of a large number of the later 
commentators. But the nature of one who is liberated while 
still living is a special category in the advaita Vedanta and is 
common to the Siinkhya-Yoga school as well. 

Sankaracarya calls him a jfvanmukta whose priirabdha-karma 
has not still completed giving its fruits. 50 While the accumulated 
(sancita) and kriyamiilJ.a (accumulation of karma due to present 
action) karma are annihilated on the attainment of liberation 
(mukti), the priirabdha-karma 'must be admitted to run its 
complete course in full power through bhogas like the force of 
a darted arrow'. 51 It is like an arrow already discharged or like 
the potter's wheel already set in motion'. 52 

But what about the nature of experience of a jfvanmukta? It 
is generally said that 'the jivanmukta lives in the world but he 
is not of it' .53 While acting or while going through the residual 
priirabdha-karma he is unattached and is a 'sthitaprajna' as 
described in the Bhagavad Gftii. 54 'To his synoptic vision there 
is neither action nor agent, neither enjoyment nor enjoyer. He 
revels in the bliss of non-difference that has not come to be, 
but which was, is and will ever be' .55 

In keeping with the lokasaizgraha (welfare for all) tradition 
it is sometimes argued that the jfvanmukta concept is essential 
for imparting advaita instruction to others as well, so that the. 
truth may be realized by all. 

This jfvanmukta stage is succeeded later by videhamukti or 
mok$a on the passing away of the body, once the pra
rabdha-karma is exhausted. 

Of course from the standpoint of paramiirtha, bondage and 
freedom are both false. Mok$a is not an end to be achieved 
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(siidhya) but it is an established state (siddhiivasthii). The 
example of Kan:ia who was born as Kaunteya but who thought 
that he was Radheya is often quoted to illustrate this point. 
When Kan:1a was told he was really Kaunteya, he did not 
become Kaunteya which he always was, but of which he was 
unfortunately ignorant. It was a revelation to him. Similar is 
the case with the j[va. Thus the Atmapafzcakam states 'I am 
unborn hence whence my birth and death; I am not priirJa 
hence whence my hunger and thirst? I am not citta hence 
whence my .foka and moha? I am not a kartii hence whence my 
mok$a and bandha'. 56 

Another important question is what is the nature of Brahman 
that one arrives at, at the time of brahma realisation. Many 
commentators have tried to answer this though it did not seem 
to.bother Sankaracarya to whom perhaps it was too obvious to 
need any explanation. 

Brahma realisation puts an end to the 'empirical life and all 
it entails' and the content 'is the consciousness, not conditioned 
by any empirical object, but appearing in and conditioned only 
by the pure psychosis ( vrtti) of the mumuk$u having for its 
content and modified and modelled after that consciousness 
alone, but not objectifying that Consciousness in any way'. And 
even this last stage of vrtti goes away of itself when Brahma 
realisation takes place by a flash o( experience called 
pratyak~iinubhuti. 

While some of the main points in the Advaita system have 
been discussed briefly above, it is not possible to deal with all 
the aspects in a paper like this. The usual criticism against 
Advaita is that it is highly esoteric and difficult to believe. 
Sankara is talking an extremely spiritual language." He makes 
it very clear that his -teachings are meant only for those who 
have the following four qualifications: 

1. an aspirant should be able to distinguish clearly between 
what is permanent and what is non-permanent, 

2. he should not desire to enjoy any fruit of his action either 
in this world or any other possible world after his death, 

3. he should have the qualities of sense control, both internal 
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and external, a high degree of tolerance for extrl!mes, 
tranquillity and other spiritual qualities. 

4. lastly, he should have an unquenchable thirst for mok~a. 57 

It is only such an aspirant who can even start the practice of 
advaita Vedanta and finally succeed in Brahman realisation. 

What do we know about the life of this Adisankara with 
whose name Advaita is associated. Born to Sivaguru and 
Aryamba in a place called Kaladi in Kerala, Sankara had 
mastered all the Vedas and the various Sastras by the age of 
eight. He became a biilasannyiisf soon after and started his 
journey to acquire real knowledge in which he succeeded under 
the tutelage of Govindapada on the Narmada river banks. 
Govindapada was the disciple of Gauc;!apada the famous 
ajiitiviida exponent. Having mastered the advaita philosophy 
and having written the various commentaries expounding this 
philosophy, Sankara started on his journey throughout the 
length and breadth of the country to win over Aeople to the 
Advaita thought. 

Sankara had to vanquish a number of opponents, chief 
among them being the famous Mai:ic;!anamisra, the karma
kii1J.</.in. As Mar:i<;lana was the foremost guru and religious 
preceptor at that time, all the biographies of Sankara mention 
in great detail the debate which took place between these two 
stalwarts--one a karmakti1J.</.in who believed in the supremacy 
of karma even to the extent of denying the very need to posit 
a God, and the other a jiiiinf bent on converting this man to 
believe in the supremacy of jiiiina as the sole means to gain 
realisation about the final truth. 

The debate went on for 21 days they say. The referee was 
chosen to be Saraswati, also called BharatI and Sarasvai:ii, the 
wife of Mai:ic;!ana, herself a scholar of no mean merit. 

Some interesting points made during this debate reveal the 
thinking of Sankara with regard to the Vedas and with regard 
to his own philosophy. While the universe is out there and 
individuals also are working out their lives according to their 
karma, there is still his free will which can break out of his 
previous viisanas and enable him to realise his oneness with 
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Brahman. 
Sankara makes a bold statement that even the Veda cannot 

be considered an authority if it goes counter to the observed 
facts. Thus he says 'even if hundreds of vedic sentences affirm 
that fire is cool and does not give light they do not become an 
authorit.¥ on this point'. 58 It is interesting to note that 
GaU<;lapada also makes such a statement in his kiirikiis.

59 

Sankara mentions in the course of his debate a humorous 
incident that happened at Varanasi. While Sankara and his 
disciples were going for a bath in the Ganges, an elephant ran 
amuck and in order to escape it Sankara and his disciples ran 
for safety. One pandit who was a regular at "'d.11 Sankara's 
meetings (discourses) asked Sankara later, why he ran away 
frorr the elephant, for after all it was a false (mithyii) elephant. 
Sankara, in reply, said that he was impressed by the question. 
He rounded up the answer by saying 'The elephant as you say 
was mithyii (false) and so was my running'. 

Anyway after a long and interesting debate Mai:u;lanamisra 
was converted to Sankara's advaita and it is said that he became 
Suresvaracarya in his new order. When Sankara established his 
Dharmapf{ha (or math) at Dwaraka he asked Suresvaracarya 
to take charge of it. Sankara also established maths at Badari 
with To!akacarya (Giri) at its head; it is called the Jyotirma{ha. 
At Puri in the East he established a Dharmapf{ha and appointed 
Padmapadacarya in charge of it; and in the South at Sfl:lgeri he 
established his fourth ma{ha and appointed Hastamalaka as its 
first iiciirya. He is said to have attained samiidhi at the age of 
32 after accomplishing the task of establishing Advaita 
throughout the length and breadth of the country. 

Sankara, apart from being a brilliant thinker and philosoph~r 
was also a poet of no mean calibre. He handles the Sansknt 
language with great ease and mastery. There is a clarity of 
thought matched with lucidity in expression in his writings, 
which are numerous. Besides the prasthiinatrayfJ works, 
Sankara is considered the author of the Upadesasiihasrf, 
Vivekacu<Jiima')i, Dasaslokr, Pancrkara1Jam, Aparok~iinubhuti, 
Atmabodha; Viikyavrtti and many more works. Besides there 
are a number of stotras or verses in praise of the guru, 
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Dak#rpimurti, Bhavani, Annapurr_ia, Vi~r_iu, Ganga and· so 
on-including the famous Bhajagovindam. 61 

One important question which is raised in connection with 
Sankara's bhakti compositions is about the reconciliation of 
these praises to a personal God from one who is the propunder 
of Nirgu,:,a Brahman. But there is no problem here. Sankara's 
Advaita admits, as we have seen earlier, a lower level of reality 
called the Sagu,:za Brahman. Even if some would like to stop 
at that level of emancipation. it is their choice says Sankara. 
The prerequisites that are expected in one who aspires to 
Nirgur_ia Brahma realisation are, as already mentioned, not easy 
to follow. 

Therefore Sankara opens the other paths to those who have 
still not reached that level. The advantage in following the 
other paths is that the aspirant will slowly become fit for the 
pursuit of the path of knowledge or jfzanamarga. Thus one who 
follows the bhaktimarga can develop concentration (citta
ikagryam) and the one who follows the karmamarga will be 
able to get rid of the impurities in his mind (buddhisuddhi). 
This can be compared to the sa,rprajniita and asa,rprajfiiita 
yoga of Patafijali's atiingayoga. While Patafijali advocates only 
asa,rprajfziita-yoga as a means to kaivalya he describes in detail 
sa,rprajfziita-samadhi and the various siddhis that come in its 
wake. Thus there is absolutely no contradiction in advocating 
the path of knowledge on the one hand, and allowing on the 
other hand, such people who want to come to jnana through 
the path of karma or upasana which is another name for bhakti. 

Sankara in his own life, on one or two occasions, behaved in 
a manner which appears incompatible to the philosophy he 
preached. In the famous Ca1:u;lala episode immortalised in the 
Manf$iipafzcakam, Sar:1kara behaves like any orthodox brahmin 
of that time. He had to be reminded of his own philosophy by 
the Ca1:u;lala. Thus the Cai:i<;lala asks Sankara-'O Brahmin, 
whom are you asking to get away? Your body is the product 
of food so is mine. Are you asking one product of food to clear 
the way for another? Or, are you asking pure consciousness to 
get away fr_om. pure·~ons9iousness. In brief, we are both the 
same. 1:hen·. whom are yo1r ~,king to clear the way for 
anoth·e-r.-?'6~ · · · ·.,; 
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Again Sankara's coming back to perform the last rites of his 
mother does not fit in with the Sannyiisa dharma and is also 
against the advaita philosophy. He justifies it by the promise 
he had given her to be near her during her last days. Perhaps 
he felt that he had not looked after her when she needed him. 
Is there an echo of sadness in the verses addressed to Devf 
where he asks for her forgivness in the Devyaparii.
dhak~amiipa,:zastotram? 

'Here in this world O mother, 
many are thy guileless children, 
but restless am I among them all, 
And so it is nothing very strange 
That ! should turn myself from thee 
yet surely it were impossible that thou 
would ever turn away from me 
A wicked son is sometimes born but an 
unkind mother there (never can) be.63 

Thus Sankara's life has many facets. If, on the one hand, he 
appears to negate life and urges one to look for the underlying 
truth, on the other hand, his own life is an example of the 
values that one is asked to practise in this world in order to 
make living here and now fruitful. Qualities of compassion, 
love, filial duty, and simplicity were the hallmarks of this 
intellectual giant who strode the Indian scene like a collosus in 
the time he lived. 
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