Georgia Baker
Evaluate the extent to which the major schools of Vedānta can be said to offer conflicting views of the nature and relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman).

Introduction
Vedānta (literally meaning “end of the Vedas”; Bartley, 2005) is a branch of Hindu philosophy centred around the interpretations and teachings of the three canonical scriptures/sources: the Upanishads primarily, as well as the Bhagavad-Gita and the Brahma sutras. In this there are three major yet fundamentally different schools of thought: the Advaita Vedānta, Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta and Dvaita Vedānta. 
The Upanishads, as the initial and most centrally important scripture, and by extension the schools of Vedānta, are primarily concerned with the pursuit of knowledge as to the true nature of brahman and the relationship with atman (Shin, 2017)
Atman means self but is also often translated as/comparable to the soul (Srivastava, 2010). Above all, atman is largely understood to mean the nature of something and in the context of humans, is the source of vital function and the essential nature of who we are (Bartley, 2005). Atman is not part of us but dwells within us (Black, 2018), different from person or the body. In giving us vital function, atman is in some instances viewed as an inner controller that will eventually become one with sat/brahman again. Atman seems fairly in line with the western notion of the soul as a discrete separate entity, removed and eventually leaving the body on death to return to an unknowable, hidden cosmic entity (Shin, 2017).
Brahman on the other hand refers to the one, Absolute reality (Bartley, 2005). At its core, brahman is presented as the eternally unchanging, underlying cause of the universe. Brahman has a cosmic force and is the highest power within our universe. As well as this, it is as an indistinguishable hidden entity that controls, creates and fills humans with thought and desire (Bartley, 2005). As well as this, whilst the exact nature of our relationship with brahman is interpreted and taught differently, all the schools of Vedānta suggest brahman as a central component in what is necessary knowledge to achieve exit from rebirth (moksha). 
Despite the similarity in pursuit, the exact relationship between atman and brahman differs between each school on a series of fundamental levels: whether there is a duality between brahman and atman, whether brahman is an inconceivable deity or personal being, what the exact nature of difference is in our universe (and the implications of this for the brahman/atman relationship) and lastly what the exact role of brahman and atman are in the spiritual liberation from moksha (rebirth).
Duality of brahman and atman
At the very heart of the three schools is the interpretation of dualism between atman and brahman. Thought on this matter ranges from total monism between the self and the ultimate reality to total duality, with each school stating this to be the correct interpretation of the Upanishads. 
The teaching most central to the monist Advaitic thought is the belief that we are one and operate in kind with the pure being (brahman) ‘tat tvam asi’ (you are that) (Black, 2018; Griffiths, 1965). Formulated by the teacher Śaṃkara, the Advaita Vedānta (literally translating to non-dualism) presents a distinct absolute monistic view of the relationship between brahman and atman. 
It suggests that the universe is not composed of differences between things or between different entities like atman and brahman (Flood, 1996; Sarma, 2011). More precisely, the only entity in the universe is brahman, a pure and undifferentiated being. Brahman is unchanging, unending and absolute; and we (atman) are one in the same with it (Brodd, 2009). In this, only brahman is truly real; it exists outside of language, is fundamentally beyond existence and is our true guide intertwined with our being “this self of mine within the heart is brahman.” (Black, 2018). In our oneness with brahman we are identical with it in life and death (Betty, 2010). There is no multiplicity of individual souls external or differentiated from brahman, any perception to the kind is a mistake (Sarma, 2011).
Whilst the nature of brahman does not largely change in any major school of Vedānta, where the Advaitins would argue that we are identical in our nature with brahman, the Dvaita philosophy would instead propound an absolute dualism between atman and brahman (Stoker, 2011). Whilst the Advaita Vedānta suggests that all things in the universe are one with brahman, the Dvaita claims that everything is in fact unique and distinct, including atman. Only brahman (or Visnu) is independent whilst all else is dependent upon it (Sarma, 2011). What is particularly crucial for the Dvaitins is the notion that not only are we completely different from the Lord in our souls and bodies but also that we are in no way ever identical to His being. In fact, to make this comparison is to limit his perfection (Sharma, 2000b). Madhva rejected the position of the Advaitins stating that too much of the scripture illustrates so clearly the difference between atman and brahman. The Upanishads illustrate the almighty greatness of brahman in a way that is simply not present in the lived experience and consciousness of humans. (Bartley, 2005) As such the only reasonable interpretation is not that of monism and an inseparability rooted in parity with brahman, but instead an inseparability rooted in dependence on brahman
The Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta, formulated by the teacher Ramanuja shares distinct similarities with the Dvaita school in that we are dependent upon brahman. However, rather than there being an no reasonable comparisons able to be made between us and the absolute reality, the Viśiṣṭādvaita stipulates that all parts of reality including atman are in fact attributes of brahman (Griffiths, 1965). Whilst we are different from brahman in the sense of independence/dependence, we still participate in Him (Flood, 1996) and have the potential to be identical in him in moksha as He grants our existence and is ergo our purpose for existence. We are distinct individual souls, unique in our experiences but not reducible to them. The soul is an individuated, ineffable identity, unique and capable of self-determined actions (Betty, 2010). However, the soul and the person it embodies, are still intrinsically connected to the absolute reality (Rodrigues, 2023) as brahman is the inner moral guide of atman by granting permission for that self-determination.
Brahman as an inconceivable entity/deity
As previously stated, the most central component of Vedic thought lies in the pursuit of the true knowledge of what the relationship between atman and brahman is. But in doing so, each school also posits, in some factions, a distinct view as to the exact nature of brahman as an entity.
Here, we begin to see distinct similarity between the Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita schools. In both instances, the universe is posited to be made up of independent and dependent entities; Visnu (or brahman) is the only independent entity in the entire universe (Sarma, 2011). All other beings, be they sentient (i.e., humans) or non-sentient (i.e., the Vedas) are attributes of brahman, dependent upon it. Brahman maintains an absolute hierarchy in these schools and is regarded as the supreme soul and cause of the universe. Dvaita thought stresses how Visnu maintains the highest position in this universal hierarchy and as such all things only exist as a result of God’s will (Flood, 1996)
What particularly draws the Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita schools away from the Advaita Vedānta is the illustration of brahman as a personal being – in essence a deity with attributes and qualities Sarma, 2011; Vaidya, 2022). In both instances, we see a distinct theology when discussing the true nature of brahman. For these schools, brahman is a personal deity whose favour is accessible to humans via love and devotion. We are the knowers and worshippers of an omnipotent and merciful God.
In the Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita conceptualisations of brahman, we see a distinction between the nature of atman (and humans) as finite selves, and that of brahman existing as a God; an unchanging, eternal reality and being. This simply doesn’t exist within the Advaita Vedānta. The Advaita Vedānta instead suggests the two-levels of truth theory. In this, the ultimate truth is that we exist in unity with the absolute (brahman) and that this knowledge allows us liberation. The conventional truth is the representation of brahman as a personal Lord seen so readily within our other two schools (Sharma, 2008). Whilst Śaṃkara did allow some room for this conceptualisation of brahman in his teachings, he was also clear that this is just another facet of our own ignorant perception of difference between ourselves and the absolute (Flood, 1996). The Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta, rejects this belief outright stating that both are equally true and are simply different aspects of God’s essence and manifestation in our universe. For the Viśiṣṭādvaitins, the Lord has an inner essence like that espoused by the Advaitins but also an outer nature that is accessible to us. 
Further to this, Advaitic thought suggests that brahman is ineffable (Ho, 1995). Within the Advaita Vedānta, the relationship between atman and brahman is one of intrinsic oneness (Hirst, 2005); we are one with the ultimate reality and atman will eventually merge again with brahman (Betty, 2010). However, as an entity, brahman is featureless, formless, beyond time, language and is fundamentally an endless cosmic being beyond being and non-being (Sarma, 2011). In this, brahman is indescribable for humanity. Here we see a small similarity with the doctrine of the Dvaita Vedānta, which states that “the lord is in his essence unknowable” (Flood, 1996).
Nature/existence of difference
Perhaps the strongest stance of the Vedic schools comes from the Advaita. Advaitic thought states that any perceptions of duality or difference in the world are merely an illusion (maya) that exist as a result of superimposing distinctions onto a reality that is constantly changing. There are no substantive differences in the universe, only the pure being (brahman) and the perfect tranquillity it entails. By applying conditions and differences between us and other things but also between us and brahman, we are incorrectly perceiving the nature of brahman and ergo the universe (Ho, 1995). 
In particular, the Advaita Vedānta proposes that we experience a universal delusion in which we all wrongly perceive and attribute that which is not the self onto the self and that which is the self onto the not-self (Bartley, 2005) “…it is wrong to superimpose upon the subject, whose nature is awareness (cit) and which has for its sphere the notion of ‘I’, the object and its attributes whose sphere is the notion of the ‘not-I’. And vice-versa [it is wrong to] superimpose the subject and its attributes on the object” (Flood, 1996). Essentially, we do not truly see the real nature of the self and ergo we do not see the parity with brahman. Śaṃkara says that we, in our ignorance (avidya) believe that atman is divided, intrinsically linked to individual persons and social status, and is ingrained within a differentiated world. As such this leads us to incorrectly perceive ourselves to be different from brahman, as it is none of the above (Ho 1995). Only by the removal of this ignorance can we truly know the real nature of the universe and exit the cycle of rebirth (Indich, 1995). 
In direct contrast is the Dvaita philosophy, which teaches that difference (Bheda) is a real, perceivable and fundamental feature of the universe (Sarma, 2011). The universe is plural and governed by five real differences; The difference between God and the individual soul, the difference between material objects and God, differences between individual souls, differences between individual souls and material objects and differences between material objects. (Flood, 1996)
Central to this discussion is the immediate inclusion of the difference between atman and Visnu (brahman). Madhva, the principal teacher of the Dvaita, stated that Visnu is the creator of the universe, perfect in knowledge and power. As such, to claim any equivalency between imperfect, ‘damned’ individual atman (Sharma, 1994) is to compromise this transcendent perfection. We are dependent upon Visnu, not an emanation of His divinity. Dvaita thought stresses not only a tangible difference between the individual self and the lord, but also between all things which all possess distinguishing properties. “Diverse are all things of the world and they possess diverse attributes.” (Griffiths, 1965) There is a simultaneous existence of a complex physical world, and many individual selves all protected under Visnu. We have a direct, yet distinctly dualist relationship with the world we inhabit and by extension Visnu (brahman). 
Whilst the Advaita Vedānta and the Dvaita Vedānta both theorise diametrically different perspectives on the nature and existence of difference in the universe, the Viśiṣṭādvaita sits arguably between the two. In one sense, the Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta argues that there must be a difference between the self and brahman. Specifically, Flood (1996) illustrates this criticism of the Advaitic thought. In essence, if perceived differentiations of atman are an illusion formed of ignorance; and if brahman and atman are identical then this implies a level of ignorance associated within the notion of brahman. We know this cannot be true, as brahman is without question omnipotent and perfect. The concept of ignorance is therefore nonsensical and fundamentally wrong (Vaidya, 2022)
The second argument for difference in the Viśiṣṭādvaitic thought suggests that whilst we may be different from brahman in life and in the acquisition of karma, this is only temporary as in reality we are attributes of Him, the same as Him in the eternal sense (Betty, 2010); and thus, we will return to brahman following our liberation from samsara. Fundamentally, atman as it refers to individual persons and souls have to be different from brahman in order to recognise God as the absolute being. Ramanuja stressed this as integral to the very nature of the brahman/atman relationship; we are dependent upon him as servant to master, controller and controlled and thus there must be an inherent hierarchical difference between atman and brahman in life at the very least. As dependent attributes of the Lord and absolute reality, we must acknowledge this and worship Him in order to achieve liberation (Vaidya, 2022). As such, dualism is at least in some part, essential to the relationship between brahman and atman. If worship and devotion is the path to liberation, we must recognise the divine nature of brahman and His existence as the creator, ruler and leader in the ultimate hierarchy of the universe (Sarma, 2011). If we were entirely one with him, this devotion would be self-serving and meaningless.
The role of brahman in moksha 
Moksha is the liberation from samsara (the cycle of rebirth/reincarnation) (Sharma, 2000a). All of the schools of Vedānta discussed hold moksha to be one of the primary purposes of human existence. As previously stated, the pursuit of knowledge concerning the nature of brahman, and atman is central to Vedic philosophy as such the two entities are a common focal point in the doctrine of moksha and liberation. Despite this, the nature of the relationship between brahman and atman in the strive for liberation fundamentally differs due to the conceptualisation of the two in and of themselves.
Most notably, Advaitic thought stresses the role of knowledge and the full comprehension of one’s unchanging atman as it is identical to brahman (Atman-knowledge) as the path to liberation. Direct scripture from the Mundaka Upanishads outlines how knowledge of brahman is bound with the fundamental understanding of atman (Hirst, 2018). According to Advaitins, the path to liberation from samsara is the realisation that atman exists in oneness with brahman. Knowledge of the self unites the self with brahman in a fundamental way – to know oneself is to know brahman. 
Furthermore, in order to achieve liberation, we must transcend the previously mentioned tendency we all have to superimpose our own emotions and egos onto the purity of the brahman (Rambachan, 2006). As well as this, we must cease the faulty notion that our reality is differentiated and fragmented. Only once we have fully understood the eternal unity of atman and the universe with brahman, can we move away from material wants in the misperceived world and crave only unity with brahman (Betty, 2010). At this, we achieve freedom from rebirth. In a shift from other schools of Vedānta, the Advaita Vedānta is one of the only schools that maintains that moksha can be attained whilst still living (Sarma, 2011). In this, one accesses a liberated state of full awareness of the unity in the universe and their true identification with brahman ‘this self is the absolute’ (sarvam khali idam brahma) (Flood, 1996).
Whilst the Advaita Vedānta stresses the role of knowledge as the true path to attaining moksha, both the Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita Vedānta highlight the importance of devotion and worship (bhakti) as the path to liberation; however, there are still key distinctions between the two. Within the Viśiṣṭādvaita tradition, we experience a real separation of the self from the Lord until such a time as we are liberated and able to return to Him in death. This liberation comes from acknowledging atman as a dependent attribute of brahman and surrendering oneself and one’s life to the worship of God. In doing so one removes all past karma (Flood, 1996) and gains insight into the truth relationship between atman and brahman, thus correcting the false belief that the self is different from brahman (Sarma, 2011).
Despite a central focus again on devotion and the acknowledgment of dependence on brahman as the path to liberation, the Dvaita Vedānta argues strongly against the continuity between atman and brahman (even in death) that is proposed by the Advaita and Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedāntas. Specifically, the notion that in achieving moksha we become equal with or comparable to the ultimate reality is fundamentally false (Sharma, 1960). As previously stated, the Dvaita Vedānta is centred around the dualistic nature of the brahman/atman relationship. Where other schools such as the Viśiṣṭādvaita argue that we may experience difference in life but parity in death, the Dvaita Vedānta stresses that even those individuals (jiva) which do achieve liberation retain their individuation and unique nature in death, they do not merge with brahman in any way (Betty, 2010). Further to this, those individuals who do achieve liberation do so only by way of lifelong devotion, understanding of the fivefold difference inherent in the universe and God’s grace (Flood, 1996). This differs once again from the other schools of Vedānta that appear to suggest moksha as an achievement on the part of humanity. This is not the case in the Dvaita Vedānta - only Visnu saves.
Similarities and differences on these grounds 
In terms of duality between atman and brahman, we see a multi-faceted argument with points of comparison and distinction between each major school. On the one hand, the Advaita Vedānta makes the position fundamentally clear – atman and by extension us as the worldly dwellings of (Black, 2018), are one with brahman. Absolutely identical and consistent with his divinity, existence is not classified by difference or dualism, but by the only true Being, brahman. However, this view is universally criticised by both the Viśiṣṭādvaita, who stipulate that atman is not identical to brahman as we are dependent, and He is not but that He is intrinsically linked to each individuation of atman as an inner moral guide (Rodrigues, 2023). And the Dvaita, who argue a firm dualistic view that atman is in no way comparable to brahman as He is the absolute, perfect being, superior to us in all ways. With this complete spectrum from monism to dualism it seems perfectly reasonable to conclude that the three schools offer fundamentally different views on the nature of the brahman/atman relationship. 
However, when we consider other aspects of the doctrine for these three schools, we begin to see a greater deal of similarity then is initially depicted from the above central teachings. The most significant of which is the depiction of brahman in and of itself. In all three major schools there is a universal notion that brahman is the Absolute reality. Whilst the intricacies of this are subject to difference in each school, the shared truth is that all three schools present brahman as the creator (in some fashion) or the source of the universe (Sharma, 1995), atman and our existence. When we consider the core texts of the Vedāntas, particularly the Upanishads, brahman is the underlying substance in the universe, the original Being (Bartley, 2005). As such all three major schools discussed rely on this universal truth to explain the universe, in which we exist in at least form due to the existence of brahman.
Further to this, the notion of brahman as a deity is also shared in some way between all three schools discussed. For Advaitins, the idea that brahman is a personal lord may well be criticised within the teachings, but it is still present and was taught/accepted by Śaṃkara as a facet of nature of the relationship between atman and brahman (Flood, 1996). And whilst the Advaita school does not stress theistic devotion in the same way as our other major schools, the teachings contained within still in many ways represents and describes the nature of brahman (as being endless, ineffable, beyond time and space) was we would a God in a Western context (Shin, 2017). When we then compare this further with the Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita Vedāntas, the description of brahman as divine is even more central. We should, according to these schools, worship and devote our entire lives to the Lord as he is a personal, merciful and loving deity who protects and cares for all. 
As well as this, not only do all schools of Vedānta philosophy share in the belief and desire for moksha, but the presently discussed schools all stipulate that it is via the true nature of the brahman that allows us to attain moksha. For the Advaitins, this comes in the form of knowledge; knowledge of our own true nature and oneness with brahman which allows us liberated thought and clarity in this life and liberation from samsara after death. Where the Advaitins stress knowledge, the Viśiṣṭādvaitins and Dvaitins stress devotion and worship to brahman; in doing so we accumulate good karma and earn God’s favour, liberating our souls from the cycle of rebirth (Van Buitenen, 2008). Regardless, the end goal remains the same, to properly know brahman is to be liberated.
Conclusions 
Without question, there are several integral differences in the nature of the brahman/atman relationship taught by the major schools of Vedānta. However, the singular statement that these schools are entirely different seems somewhat unjustified. 
At the basest level, the Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita Vedāntas are all fundamentally different in their interpretations and teachings. They propose, singular and diverse representations of the true nature of the universe and reality (brahman), but also ourselves and the soul (atman) within this. The complex continuum between absolute monism as seen in the Advaita tradition, to qualified monism in the Viśiṣṭādvaitins, to absolute dualism in the Dvaita suggests on the surface a complete difference in theological stance. This is particularly the case when we discuss the duality between atman and brahman. Where some propose oneness with the absolute reality, others suggest this is problematic and degrading to the supreme nature of brahman. The lack of shared thought on this factor contributes greatly to the divisions drawn between the schools of Vedānta. 
However, when we consider the more minute intricacies of these schools and their teachings, there are a number of fairly significant similarities; for example, in the pursuit of moksha and the nature of brahman as a deity. Whilst the approach may change, the rationale remains the same – brahman constitutes the universe and life, we desire freedom from rebirth and knowing Him is always in some way central to the attainment of this. As such, it seems overly simplistic to state these schools propose completely distinct views of the relationship between atman and brahman with absolutely no similarity or crossover whatsoever. Differences do exist and are important in our understanding of each school, but in many ways these differences are complex and not as extensive as they initially appear.
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