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Session 1: An Introduction to Advaita Vedanta
Vedanta is subject to a number of different representations, which differ quite radically 
from one another in terms of their interpretations of the core texts and the form of religious 
practice they advocate. Some of the main forms of devotional religion within the Hindu 
tradition claim to be based on the teachings of Vedanta, and both Ramanuja and Madhva are 
recognised as acharyas of the Vedanta system. Their interpretation of Vedanta philosophy 
has a clearly theistic and devotional tendency, but in many cases provides valuable insights 
into the meaning of the texts and, moreover, quite closely reflect the central ideas of the 
Bhagavad-gita. Their teachings will be considered in some detail in the upcoming sessions, 
but we begin our study by focusing on the Advaita school of Vedanta, and in particular the 
teachings of Shankaracharya.

The Six Orthodox Philosophies
It is widely accepted that Hinduism professes six orthodox philosophical systems, which 
stand in contrast to the non-orthodox doctrines of the Charvakas, Jains, and Buddhists. The 
status of orthodoxy is contingent on the acceptance of the authority of the shruti (i.e. the 
Vedas and Upanishads). These systems are known as darshanas, literally ‘visions’ or ‘ways of 
seeing’, because they offer a perception of the world and of the nature of our existence. All of 
the six systems presented below do officially accept the Vedas as one of the true sources of 
knowledge, although in the case of those other than Vedanta and Mimamsa little use is made 
of direct Vedic references. Writing in the fourteenth century, however, Madhava Acharya in 
his book entitled Sarva-Darshana Samgraha (The Collection of all Philosophies) identified 
sixteen different systems of Indian thought, without reference to the idea of orthodox and 
non-orthodox. This Madhava Acharya is not to be confused with Madhvacharya, the teacher 
of Vedanta; he was in fact the head of the Shankara Math in Sringeri and hence an adherent 
of the Advaita system. The sixteen systems identified by Madhava Acharya are as follows:

• The Charvakas who are atheists and materialists.
• The Buddhists
• The Jains
• The Ramanuja system of Vedanta
• The Madhva system of Vedanta
• The Pashupata system of Shaivism
• The Shaiva-Siddhanta
• The Advaitic system of Kashmir Shaivism that follows Abhinava Gupta
• The Raseshvar system of Indian alchemy
• The Vaiseshika system
• The Nyaya system
• The Karma Mimamsa system
• The Panini system of grammar and word meanings
• The Samkhya system
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• The Patanjali Yoga system
• The Advaita Vedanta of Shankaracharya

It would be a fascinating study to look at each of these systems of philosophy, and the 
perspective that Madhava Acharya brings to bear on them, but for the purposes of this 
course we must first say a few words about the six orthodox systems and then focus our 
attention fully on Vedanta and Samkhya.

In Indian philosophy, there are six sources of knowledge (pramanas) that are regarded 
as valid, although not all systems accept all of these, and there is constant discussion as to 
which of them take precedence over the others. These are stated as follows:

• Pratyaksha: Direct perception through the senses
• Anumana: Logical inference based on perception or reliable testimony.
• Shabda: Testimony received from reliable sources, including the teachings of 

the Vedas and other scriptures.
• Upamana: Analogy based on comparable situations.
• Arthapatti: Circumstantial evidence that demonstrates an outcome.
• Anupalabdhi: The absence of sensory perception that demonstrates the absence 

of a person or object.
Indian writers from the different schools have produced huge volumes of Sanskrit literature 
discussing the merits of these sources of knowledge and attempting to show how one takes 
priority over the others. In general, it is pratyaksha, shabda, and anumana that are given a 
salient position, whilst Advaita Vedanta argues that shabda in the form of scripture must 
be given absolute priority even over perception. Some argue that analogy is just a form of 
inference and that anulabdhi is just one type of perception. These debates are highly complex 
and need not concern us here, but it is useful to be aware of them within the context of any 
study of Indian philosophical systems.

Of the six orthodox systems, Vedanta, Samkhya and Yoga are the only three that are of 
direct significance in the beliefs and practices of Hinduism today although residual ideas 
from the other three still have an influence on Hindu thought. The six darshanas are grouped 
together as three groups of two, Vedanta with Mimamsa, Samkhya with Yoga, and Nyaya 
with Vaiseshika. Their main precepts are as follows:

1. Vaiseshika
The founding acharya of the Vaiseshika darshana was Uluka Kanada who probably lived in 
the 2nd or 3rd century BC and who composed the Vaiseshika Sutras. The Vaiseshika system 
is in many ways similar to Samkhya as it focuses primarily on attempting to provide an 
analysis of the nature of the world, which it regards as entirely real. The world we observe is 
composed of specific substances, each of which has its own particular qualities. It is because 
these identifying qualities are known as viseshas, or particularities, that the system is known 
as the Vaiseshika. The Vaiseshika emphasis on the reality of the substances of this world 
naturally leads it to give the highest status to perception and inference as valid sources of 
knowledge, although in his opening sutras Kanada also makes it clear that he accepts the 
Vedas as perfect and infallible. So in that sense it could be said that this system accepts three 
sources as bringing reliable knowledge. Based on these sources of knowledge, Vaiseshika 
further asserts the existence of the soul within the body and the plurality of souls, as we can 
observe a plurality of different conscious entities. Thus the Advaitic notion of unity is denied 
on the basis of perception, an argument we will encounter again when we consider Madhva’s 
teachings on Dvaita Vedanta.

The Vaiseshikas also accept the Buddhist idea that the entire creation is composed of 
minute particles of matter. These atoms are eternal and uncreated; Brahma, the creator, 
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merely reformulates them at the time of each creation. In its analysis of matter, the Vaiseshika 
darshana is again similar to Samkhya and like Samkhya it looks to the release of the soul 
through a true understanding of reality. The atman is beyond the atoms as is the ishvara, the 
Supreme Deity, who is within the category of atman.

It would be wrong, however, to regard the Vaiseshika Sutras as no more than a treatise 
on the atomic structure of matter and the separation of the soul and God from matter. In his 
ten chapters, Kanada also considers the five great elements, the existence of time and space, 
the structure of the body and the mind, the nature of righteous and unrighteous action, and 
the ways in which knowledge of the truth can be obtained through direct perception and 
through inference based on perception.

2. Nyaya
The founding acharya of the Nyaya darshana was Akshapada Gautama, who probably lived 
in the third century AD, and who composed the Nyaya Sutras. Nyaya literally means ‘logic’ 
or ‘assessment’ and its central teaching is that human beings must seek to understand the 
true nature of this world and of themselves, primarily by employing their logical faculties. 
In order to achieve this, Nyaya accepts four of the six pramanas: perception, inference, 
testimony, and analogy. The goal pursued by these means is liberation from rebirth, as our 
entanglement here is a direct result of ignorance of the truth. 

In many respects, Nyaya builds on the conclusions established by the Vaiseshikas and 
it is therefore reasonable to regard Nyaya-Vaiseshika as a single system. What Nyaya adds 
to the Vaiseshika is a formally established mode of reasoning based on perception and 
inference, and a greater emphasis placed on liberation from rebirth as the primary aim of 
this reasoning process. For Gautama, as stated in the first two of his sutras, the sole motive 
for this philosophical process is the achievement of release from the suffering of the world, 
and on this basis he presents logical steps, beginning from perception, which can establish 
beyond doubt that the variegated world we perceive is entirely real, and that there is an 
eternally individual atman within each living being.

Nyaya is also a theistic system that argues for the existence of God on the basis of 
perception, inference, and revelation. Ishvara must exist because every effect must have a 
cause; the world exists and hence it must have a cause. Matter is made up of primal atoms 
but as they are non-conscious they cannot move of their own volition; hence for the world to 
exist, there must be some external being who sets them in motion. The Vedas and the moral 
laws they provide are infallible and hence they must be the creation of a non-fallible entity 
who by definition cannot be a fallible human being. Although Nyaya believes that liberation 
is gained through knowledge, it also holds that this knowledge requires the grace of God in 
order for it to become fully manifest in a human being.

Traditional Nyaya lapsed from significance at a relatively early date, but there was a 
revival of the Nyaya system in the late medieval period (14th to 17th centuries AD), centred 
mainly on Bengal. Today, however, one would be hard pressed to find any individuals who 
are followers or teachers of Nyaya, as it is the Vedanta system that is almost universally 
predominant. We cannot say, however, that Nyaya-Vaisishika is of no importance because 
of the profound influence it had on Indian thought as a whole. It established the rules of 
logical debate which were adopted by most schools of Hindu and early Buddhist philosophy, 
and in its categorisation of the elements of which the world is composed it established an 
understanding of reality that was almost universally adopted.
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3. Mimamsa (study or investigation)
The founding acharya of the Mimamsa darshana was Jaimini (2nd century BC), who 
composed the Mimamsa Sutras, although Prabhakara and Kumarila Bhatta, who lived in 
the 7th century AD, were both highly influential in developing the system along somewhat 
divergent lines. This school is primarily concerned with a detailed interpretation of the 
Vedas, and in particular the ritualistic portions. To this extent at least, it is closely related 
to Vedanta, which is similarly concerned with the proper understanding of Vedic texts. The 
Mimamsa school is sometimes referred as the Purva Mimamsa as it focuses on the earlier 
portions of the Veda that expound on  ritual [or ‘the ritualistic elements’], whilst Vedanta is 
sometimes known as Uttara Mimamsa as it is primarily concerned with understanding the 
meaning of the Upanishads, which come at the end of each of the four Vedas. Hence the 
main focus of the Mimamsa Sutras is upon those portions of the Veda, the Samhitas and 
Brahmanas, in which detailed directions are given as to how the fire ritual is to be enacted. In 
both cases, however, the correct interpretation of Vedic language is of optimum importance 
and hence the work of earlier grammarians such as Panini is of crucial significance for 
Mimamsakas and Vedantins. 

The Mimamsa system interprets dharma in terms of the Vedic ritual of fire yajna, and 
regards the notion of God or even the Vedic gods as redundant, as the ritual automatically 
yields the result without any need for divine intercession. The gods to whom the prayers of 
the Veda are dedicated do not exist as independent entities but simply form a part of the 
mantras which are efficacious in yielding results. Because of the emphasis on the ritual, this 
world in which the ritual takes place and for which it brings results is regarded as wholly real, 
as are the individual living beings who perform the different stages of the ritual. Mimamsa 
shares with Nyaya-Vaiseshika the view that the physical world is composed of atomic 
particles, but unlike Vaiseshika it does not regard these as infinitesimally small, but as being 
visible as the tiny specks that appear in direct sunlight.

The Mimamsakas thus disagreed with the Advaita Vedantic view that the world is unreal, 
and, furthermore, rejected the monistic idea of the ultimate unity of atman and Brahman. 
The Mimamsa insists that the atman is an eternal individual, and ascribes little importance 
to the Upanishadic direction towards self-knowledge. For Mimamsakas the injunction to 
understand oneself is presented only so that one may become more adept in performing ritual, 
and for this reason it is found only in the Upanishads, which are of secondary importance.

In addition to revelation, the Mimamsakas accept four or sometimes five additional 
sources of knowledge. These are pratyaksha (perception), anumana (inference), upamana 
(analogy), and arthapatti (implication). In a famous incident from the life of Shankaracharya, 
he convinces Mandana Mishra, a renowned teacher of Mimamsa, that Vedanta is the superior 
system. Today there are few if any who would claim to be Mimamsakas, not least because 
the Vedic ritual has been largely superseded by temple worship, but we should be aware that 
Mimamsa’s emphasis on the proper interpretation of Vedic language had a profound and 
lasting effect on the Vedanta systems that are so prominent today. Hindu ritual is still largely 
focused on achieving results in this world, an idea that we can trace back to the writings of 
the great Mimamsakas.

4. Vedanta
In this course, we will be looking in some detail at three of the more prominent branches of 
Vedanta philosophy, the Advaita Vedanta that follows the teachings of Shankaracharya, the 
Visishtadvaita that follows Ramanujacharya, and the Dvaita Vedanta that is based on the writings 
of Madhvacharya. The founding acharya of the Vedanta darshana is Badarayana, sometimes 
identified with Vyasa the composer of the Vedanta Sutras, also known as the Brahma Sutras. 
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Vedanta is primarily concerned with understanding the Upanishads’ analysis of reality 
and achieving moksha, liberation from suffering and rebirth, through realisation of this 
knowledge. Indeed the term Vedanta is sometimes applied just to the Upanishads, as it 
means the ‘end’ or ‘conclusion’ of the Veda. For this reason, it shares the Mimamsa’s concern 
with the proper interpretation of Vedic language and produces voluminous commentaries 
on the texts it regards as being the most authoritative.

5. Samkhya
A study of the Samkhya system forms one of the main parts of this course, so we can 
postpone a more detailed discussion until the later sessions. The acharya of the Samkhya 
darshana is Ishwarkrishna who composed the Samkhya Karika, though he admits that he 
is following the doctrines set forth by earlier teachers, notably Kapila and Panchasikha, and 
in the Mahabharata we encounter Samkhya treatises that are almost certainly older than 
Ishwarkrishna’s seminal work. Today there are few who would claim to be adherents of 
Samkhya, but it remains a significant scheme of thought because of its influence on Yoga and 
because of the prevalence of Samkhya ideas in important texts such as the Bhagavad-gita.

6. Yoga
The Yoga darshana is dealt with in some detail in our course entitled ‘The Philosophy of 
Yoga’, and I have no wish to duplicate the material covered in that course. The acharya of the 
Yoga darshana is Patañjali who composed the Yoga Sutras, although again there are earlier 
teachings on Yoga that can be found in the Upanishads, Mahabharata, and Bhagavad-gita. 
In the same way that Nyaya is associated with Vaiseshika, and Vedanta with Mimamsa, the 
philosophy of Yoga is generally associated with the Samkhya system, the main difference 
being the apparent theism of Yoga and the non-theism of Samkhya. For this reason it is 
sometimes asserted that Samkhya-Yoga forms a single system, with Samkhya being concerned 
with ideas and Yoga primarily focusing on practice. We find this view of their being a single 
system expressed in early texts such as the Mahabharata and Bhagavad-gita (5.4-5).

Introduction to Advaita Vedanta
The differing schools of Vedanta all accept three methods of gaining reliable knowledge, 
shabda (testimony or revelation), pratyaksha (direct perception), and anumana (inference 
based on perception and reason). They differ, however, with regard to the degree of emphasis 
that should be placed on each of these three. Most schools of Vedanta hold to what is known 
as the parinama-vada, the view that the world we perceive is real and is a transformation 
of Brahman. Shankara and the followers of Advaita Vedanta adhere to the vivarta-vada, 
the view that there can be no such transformation, as Brahman is changeless, and that the 
world we inhabit and currently perceive is ultimately non-real. This is one of the major areas 
of dispute between the Advaitins and followers of other interpretations of Vedanta. The 
followers of Madhvacharya, a Vaishnava Vedantin, are known as tattva-vadins, adherents 
of the idea of ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ because of their insistence that this world is fundamentally 
real, whilst Advaitins are known as maya-vadins because of their teaching that the world is 
a form of illusion.

This distinction also reflects another difference of view over the relative importance of 
perception and inference in establishing the truth. For all schools of Vedanta, revelation 
from scripture is the highest source of truth, but it is in the interpretation of scripture that 
problems arise. For the Tattvavadins [this is written six lines above as ‘tattva-vadins’, if that’s 
relevant], if a statement of scripture appears to be contrary to our direct perception, then our 
interpretation of that passage must be flawed, for scripture will never say anything that is self-
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evidently false. For the Advaitavadins, however, if our perception of reality is contradicted 
by the statement of scripture, then we must presume that we are prone to illusion (maya) 
and that our perception is therefore flawed. This is a further area of dispute amongst the 
adherents of Vedanta.

One point on which there is universal agreement between the schools of Vedanta is that 
scripture is the primary source of true knowledge. Moreover, all would agree that the principal 
sources of scriptural authority are the prasthana-trayi, literally the ‘three foundations’ or 
‘three sources’ for Vedanta philosophy. We have noted that each of the six darshanas has a 
set of sutras that outlines its principal doctrines (except for Samkhya which has a karika). 
The Vedanta Sutras, however, acknowledges the precedence of the Upanishads and quotes 
from them extensively. Moreover, the status of the Bhagavad-gita meant that it also came to 
be regarded as authoritative in establishing the Vedanta darshana.

Hence Vedanta doctrine is based not on the Vedanta Sutras alone but also on the 
Upanishads and Bhagavad-gita, which jointly comprise the prasthana-trayi. One might 
suggest that there are significant differences of doctrine between these works. The acharyas 
have therefore gone to great length to demonstrate how congruence can be achieved, though 
they frequently disagree with each other’s interpretations. 

The Doctrine of Advaita Vedanta
Let us now try to summarise the essential points of doctrine espoused by the Advaita school 
of Vedanta, before going on to look in more detail at the teachings of Shankaracharya:

• The true self is not the body or the personality we are aware of. It is an eternal 
spiritual entity, the atman, which survives the death of the body.

• When the body dies the atman is reborn in a new bodily form. The body the 
atman moves into is determined by the actions performed in the previous life 
[in previous lives?] in accordance with the doctrine of karma. Likewise the 
good and bad fortune experienced by living beings is a result of previous acts. 
Ultimately, however, the bondage of the soul is not real, it is an illusion. If we 
realise our true identity as atman, and ultimately as Brahman, the illusion 
vanishes and we see that there is no rebirth.

• As with the Buddhist concept of dukka, existence in this world is regarded as 
overwhelmingly miserable and one should try to escape from it by following 
the spiritual path.

• The cause of the suffering is illusion, or mistaken identity. As one might mistake 
a rope for a snake and become terrified, we think of ourselves in terms of our 
current identity, not as eternal entities, and hence suffer as a result of the 
misfortune we think is befalling us. To end the suffering we must end the 
illusion and realise our true identity.

• Hence the key to liberation is true knowledge, or jñana, knowing who we 
are. This is not simply a matter of academic learning or philosophical 
understanding; jñana in this context means absolute realisation of the truth 
about oneself and about the world

• Beyond the knowledge of a spiritual identity is the understanding that the 
atman is that which is all things. All things are one and the one entity that is 
truly real is Brahman. Everything that exists is Brahman and we are Brahman. 
Hence the term Advaita, literally a-dvaita, meaning non-dual. Therefore true 
knowledge is the realisation that our individual identity is an illusion, for we 
are Brahman and nothing else. Brahman is that which is all things, the totality 
of existence, and may sometimes be referred to as God. Thus Advaita Vedanta 
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embodies what we might refer to as a monist form of theology.
• When this knowledge is fully realised, one becomes free from the misery of 

life. In that state of liberation, or moksha, there is no more death, suffering, 
old age, or rebirth. 

• All the variety that we perceive is an illusion. Nothing is real except Brahman. 
Hence the whole world as we see it, and the lives we live moment by moment, 
amount to nothing but a limited reality. Brahman alone is absolute reality.

• Advaita Vedanta does not condemn other forms of religious life, including 
the worship of God or gods, even though these are ultimately non-different 
from oneself. Shankara urged people to worship images in temples. But 
such devotional practices and the sentiments they invoke are merely steps, 
not the final stage; in the end all worship ceases because worship implies 
duality. Shankara strongly asserted the point that liberation is not attained by 
rituals or actions of any kind. Only knowledge of the truth as revealed by the 
Upanishads can grant liberation from rebirth.

• It is argued that ultimately Brahman is nirguna, without qualities or attributes. 
It is sat-chid-ananda; it exists, it is conscious and it is blissful. However, 
Brahman may appear to be sa-guna when it is manifest as a Deity such as 
Vishnu or Shiva. Hence when the Gita refers to ishvara or Krishna as the 
highest principle, this is sa-guna Brahman, which is not different to the 
ultimate nirguna Brahman.

• This doctrine is sometimes represented as the teaching of ‘Hinduism’. It is, 
however, only one strand of Hindu thought, though it is often presented as 
‘Hinduism’ by Hindus who follow the Advaita Vedanta, and, following the 
lead set by Swami Vivekananda, as a part of the modern quest for Hindu unity.

• Advaita Vedanta has a logical imperative towards world denial and renunciation, 
as indeed do Buddhism and Jainism. The world is an illusion and so are its 
pleasures. By indulging in these pleasures, one increases the depth of the 
illusion and absorbs oneself more fully in it. Therefore the leaders of this school 
are usually ascetics living either in a monastery or as wandering monks. They 
may be seen with saffron robes and shaven heads or as sadhus who wander 
throughout India without any apparent concern for their physical wellbeing. 
However, it is important to be aware that not all ascetics or samnyasins 
(monks) are followers of Advaita Vedanta.

Assessment of the Ideas of the Advaita Vedanta
For some people in the modern world, monotheistic ideas have become increasingly 
problematic, as accepted knowledge is now largely derived from scientific discovery and 
scientific theory. Moreover, it may be hard to accept that a God who is all powerful and all 
good would create and control a world that involves so much suffering. For these reasons, 
the ideas of Advaita have been attractive to modern intellectuals both in India and in the 
West.

However, the formulation of a viable monistic and idealist theology is inherently 
problematic as it involves the notion that everything we perceive is ultimately an illusion. 
Most other schools of Indian thought, including those of Ramanuja and Madhva, contend 
that the doctrine of Advaita cannot be accepted simply because of pratyaksha, direct 
perception, as well as because of Shankara’s misreading of sacred text; we know there is 
variety because moment by moment we live and experience variety. To deny this variety 
means we must deny the validity of our own experiences.



Introduction to Hindu Philosophy: Vedanta and Samkhya

12

The idea of oneness contained in the Upanishads seems to be an expression of a mystical 
experience. The rishis have a profound insight into the essential unity of all existence. At that 
moment the rishi is only aware of this oneness, and knows it to be the truth. The problem 
comes in attempting to translate a mystical experience into a philosophical system based on 
sequential reasoning, which is what Shankara has attempted to achieve.

Advaita Vedanta is a non-theistic expression of religion. The key is true knowledge and 
ultimately there is no place for loving devotion to any higher being. There is no Deity that 
is absolutely real, for everything is oneself alone. For many people this is hard to accept, 
as the religious urge in humanity typically embodies the attempt to find communion with 
a higher entity who will bless and protect. Although at one level the Advaita Vedanta 
allows such expressions of religion, ultimately they also fall under the heading of illusion. 
Many will find this intellectualised form of religion unsatisfying and will hanker after the 
emotional sentiments of devotion to a Supreme Deity. We can observe this phenomenon in 
someBuddhist traditions where the Buddha himself functions as a Deity rather than a mere 
teacher of religious truth.

The Prasthana-trayi
As mentioned above, Vedanta insists on the precedence of three textual sources as the 
primary means by which truth can be established. These are the Upanishads, the Vedanta 
Sutras, and the Bhagavad-gita, known collectively as the prasthana-trayi. So let us now look 
briefly at these three sources and consider the extent to which they appear to confirm the 
conclusions arrived at by Shankaracharya in his construction of the main tenets of Advaita 
Vedanta.

The Teachings of the Upanishads
It is quite apparent that the teachings of certain Upanishads display a clear tendency towards 
Advaita, although there are others that tend towards a more dualistic perspective. Notable 
for their teaching of Advaita are the Brihad-aranyaka, Chandogya, Mandukya and Taittiriya 
Upanishads. Shankaracharya identified certain maha-vakyas or ‘great sayings’ from the 
Upanishads that he deemed to sum up the essential teachings of Advaita Vedanta in short 
aphorisms. Here we might note:

aham brahmasmi (Brihad-aranyaka 1.4.10): aham—I; brahma—Brahman; asmi—Am: 
Hence, ‘I am Brahman’

ayam atma brahma (Mandukya 1.2): ayam—This; atma—Self; brahma—Brahman: 
Hence, ‘This inner self is Brahman’

tat tvam asi (Chandogya 6.8.7): tat—That; tvam—You; asi—Are: Hence, ‘That is what 
you are’ (i.e. Brahman)

prajñanam brahma (Aitareya 3.3): prajñanam—Wisdom or realisation; brahma—
Brahman: Hence, ‘Realisation of the truth is Brahman’

sarvam khalv idam brahma (Chandogya 3.14.1): sarvam—Whole; khalu—Certainly; 
idam—This; brahma—Brahman: Hence, ‘This whole world is Brahman alone’

We do not need to explore these aphorisms in any great detail, as the meaning given 
above seems quite clear. What is surely apparent is that the overt meaning of the texts in 
question would seem to confirm the conclusions of the Advaita Vedanta. They propound 
a monist perspective, proclaiming the unity of all existence, and, crucially, the identity of 
the individual atman with the absolute reality that is Brahman. Of course, commentators 
from other schools of Vedanta are able to read these passages in a different way that allows 
for some degree of dualism, but the overt meaning would seem to be a confirmation of the 
doctrine of Advaita, non-dualism.
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Here is the passage from the Brihad-aranyaka Upanishad from which aham brahmasmi 
is taken:

In the beginning this world was only Brahman and it knew only itself, thinking, ‘aham 
brahmasmi, I am Brahman’. As a result it became the Whole. Among the gods, likewise, 
whosoever realised this, only they became the Whole. It was the same also among the 
rishis and among the humans. Upon seeing this very point the rishi Vamadeva proclaimed, 
‘I was Manu, and I was the Sun.’ This is true even now. If a man knows, ‘aham brahmasmi, 
I am Brahman’ in this way, he becomes this whole world. Not even the gods are able to 
prevent it, for he becomes the very atman of the gods. So when a man venerates another 
deity, thinking, ‘He is one, and I am another,’ he does not understand. (Brihad-aranyaka 
1.4.10)

There are a number of points we might notice in this passage that relate to teachings of the 
Advaita school of Vedanta:

The proclamation of aham brahmasmi gives confirmation of the identity of the atman 
with Brahman, though it is up to later interpreters to reach conclusions on whether or not 
that identity is absolute.

The importance of realisation of a higher identity is also emphasised here. When the rishi 
Vamadeva realised his true identity as Brahman, rather than as an individual being, his entire 
existence was transformed so that the individual Vamadeva faded away and he became what 
he truly is:  he is Brahman.

This realisation brings absolute freedom from the constraints that beset all beings living 
in this world. According to the Vedic teachings, all beings in this world are under the control 
of the gods, but if one is able to gain the realisation aham brahmasmi, then the control of the 
gods over one’s existence is lifted. Why? Because this realisation means that one is no longer 
a separate being, but is the soul of each of the gods. Hence there can be no question of their 
control over that which is their innermost self.

The final statement of the passage would appear to indicate that there is no value in the 
worship of an external deity in light of the realisation that all beings, including all the gods, 
are non-different from the absolute Brahman. This poses something of a challenge to theistic 
expressions of religion, but again those Vedantists who adhere to a monotheistic form of 
theology are able to offer alternative interpretations of the passage, perhaps denying the value 
of venerating the Vedic gods and thereby elevating the worship of the one Supreme Deity.

The Vedanta Sutras
The Vedanta Sutras consists of 555 short aphorisms divided into four sections. It is the 
seminal work for all branches of Vedanta, and a commentary on the Vedanta Sutras made 
by a leading acharya is an essential prerequisite for acceptance as a genuine sampradaya, 
or tradition, of Vedanta. Shankaracharya’s longest written work is his Vedanta Sutras 
commentary, and Ramanuja and Madhva both produced extensive works of the same form, 
as did several other leading teachers of the Hindu tradition.

Because of its style and the brevity of its language the Vedanta Sutras is often obscure 
and hence open to diverse interpretations. It is a very difficult work to understand and so is 
usually found accompanied by one or more commentaries. In general the commentaries are 
much longer than the Vedanta Sutras itself, which is relatively short. An English translation 
by Swami Gambhirananda (entitled Brahma Sutra Bhashya and published by Advaita 
Ashram) has a total of 912 pages of which the sutras themselves would take up no more than 
twenty, the remainder being a translation of Shankaracharya’s extensive commentary.

Much of the Vedanta Sutras is devoted to an explanation of the statements of the 
Upanishads, which are frequently quoted. The first section deals with the subject of Brahman, 
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the second with the identity of the atman with Brahman, the third with the means to attain 
Brahman, and the fourth discusses the nature of moksha, liberation from rebirth.

Here are the first few aphorisms of the Vedanta Sutras.
• athato brahma jijñasur: Now let there be inquiry about Brahman
• janmady asya yatah: It is that from which the birth etc of this world arise
• shastra-yonitvat: Due to its being the source of scripture
• tat tu samanvayat: But because that Brahman is the highest conclusion
• ikshater nashabdam: Due to its being seen and not ignored by the Vedas.

This short passage gives an indication of the difficulties involved in understanding the ideas 
of the Vedanta Sutras. For this reason, it is a text that is not widely known or studied outside 
of scholarly circles, but it is vitally important as a foundational work for the Vedanta system, 
which all schools of Vedanta look to in establishing their own particular interpretations of 
doctrine.

The Bhagavad-gita
Whilst it is easy to see how and where the ideas of the Upanishads lend themselves to giving 
support to the Advaitic perspective, and the Vedanta Sutras is certainly open to the Advaitic 
interpretation, the Bhagavad-gita would appear to present some significant problems. This 
is firstly because of the Gita’s insistence on the importance of ritual action, and secondly 
because of its emphasis on devotion and the grace of a personal Deity. The Bhagavad-
gita is virtually unique within the prasthana-trayi in as much as it presents the idea that 
liberation can be achieved through action (as for example in 3.20) and through the grace of 
a loving God. As neither of these ideas is accepted by Shankaracharya, it might seem that 
the Gita presents specific problems in presenting a doctrine of Advaita. These problems are 
compounded by the Bhagavad-gita’s frequent use of the main ideas of the Samkhya system, 
which is inherently dualistic in its teachings on the body and the soul.

We should note, however, that the monotheism of the Bhagavad-gita does include the 
idea that ‘vasudevah sarvam’ (7.19), Vasudeva (Krishna) is everything. Moreover, on a 
number of occasions (as in 10.20 and 13.2) Krishna declares that he is the atman dwelling 
in the hearts of all beings, and as the Upanishads teach the identity of atman with Brahman 
then we can understand that Krishna is sa-guna Brahman. Shankaracharya has composed 
an extensive commentary on the Bhagavad-gita in which he explains these and other points. 
This work is available in English, translated by Swami Adidevananda and published by the 
Advaita Ashrama.

Here are a few verses from the Bhagavad-gita that can be regarded as confirming the 
Advaitic interpretation of the text:

At the end of many births, one who possesses knowledge surrenders to me, realising 
“Vasudeva is all things.” Such a mahatma is very rarely found. (7.19)

That Supreme Being, Partha, is attained through undivided devotion. The living beings are 
situated within him and he pervades the whole world. (8.22)

Arjuna said: I see all the gods in your body, O Lord, and the entire host of living beings. 
I see Brahma, the Lord, who remains seated on a lotus, and all the rishis and celestial 
serpents. (11.15)

Its hands and feet are everywhere, its eyes, heads, mouths are everywhere, its ears are 
everywhere in the world; thus it remains pervading all things. (13.13)

When a person perceives the manifold existence of living beings situated as one entity, and 
that they expand from out of that one entity, he then attains Brahman. (13.30)
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There are other verses that could be cited, but those presented above are sufficient to 
demonstrate how it is that a devotional text such as the Bhagavad-gita can be interpreted 
from the perspective of Advaita. This is what Shankaracharya is able to do in his extensive 
verse by verse commentary. Other teachers, of course, deny the validity of the Advaitic 
reading, and regarding the Bhagavad-gita at least they do appear to be on more solid ground.
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