Essay 1: Advaita Vedanta does not have an established position on why creation is necessary"

1.  Introduction
In Advaita Vedanta, the concept of creation is deeply intertwined with the idea of Maya (illusion) and the non-dual (Advaita) nature of reality.
Advaita Vedanta teaches that the ultimate reality, Brahman, is unchanging, eternal, and devoid of attributes. The manifested world, with its apparent creation, exists within the realm of Maya but does not affect the essential nature of Brahman.
From the Advaita perspective, creation is not a separate act undertaken by a creator deity but is an appearance within the non-dual reality of Brahman. The apparent multiplicity and diversity in the world are considered illusory manifestations within the undivided unity of Brahman.  Creation within Advaita Vedanta does not serve the purpose of bringing something into existence that did not previously exist, neither does it advocate dualism.  Souls and the world are contingent on Brahman and cannot exist on their own.  In the case of souls (Atman), after creating them they still have to experience cycles of life and death (samsara) before realising their true nature, self-realization and finally becoming one with Brahman.  So, the question arises as to why it was necessary to create them.  
In this essay I will be discussing the view that Advaita does not clearly explain why creation was necessary in the sense that an Absolute being such as Brahman has no need for souls or the world, so why was it necessary to create them.  I will briefly explain the Advaita Vedanta philosophy, the concepts of Brahman, Maya and the Self, the role of Maya in creation and the ‘creator paradox’.  Finally, the solution proposed by Advaitins which is Divine play and the some of issues is raises.   

2. Advaita Vedanta 
Advaita Vedanta is a philosophical school within Hinduism that revolves around the concept of non-duality. It is based on ancient texts like the Upanishads, Brahma Sutras and the Bhagavad Gita and is often associated with the teachings of Adi Shankaracharya (Radhakrishnan). 
Advaita Vedanta emphasizes the non-dualistic nature of Brahman, asserting that there is only one ultimate reality, which is Brahman. It teaches that the perceived multiplicity of the world is an illusion (maya) and that Brahman is the unchanging, singular truth behind all apparent diversity.
a. Brahman
Brahman or ‘Sat-chit-ananda’ represents the true nature of the Absolute being and the one true reality, who is the underlying essence of the universe.  The statement “Satyam Jnanam Anandam Brahma’ (Taittiriya Upanishad 2.1.1) explains this as “reality, consciousness, infinite” (Bartley, Advaita Vedanta, Chapter 11).
‘Satyam’ or ‘Sat’ refers to truth or reality, ‘Jnanam’ refers to knowledge or consciousness, ‘Anandam’ refers to bliss or happiness and "Brahma" refers to the absolute reality.  It gives us Brahman’s three essential aspects.  That Brahman is the ultimate truth or reality, the foundational principle that underlies all existence (Satyam); Brahman embodies pure consciousness, the source of all knowledge and awareness (Jnanam); Brahman is absolute bliss or happiness, transcending mundane pleasure and pain (Anandam).  It points towards the holistic nature of Brahman, encompassing all aspects of existence and beyond. Understanding Brahman as the combination of truth, consciousness, and bliss is considered essential in the pursuit of spiritual realization and liberation in Hindu philosophy. The concept of Saguna Brahman acknowledges Brahman with attributes, facilitating devotional practices, is a manifestation of the Ultimate reality referred to as Isvara while Nirguna Brahman underscores the attributeless, all-encompassing reality. (Oldmeadow)Top of Form

“That from which these beings are born, that by which, when born, they live, that into which they enter at their death, try to know that. That is Brahman" 
from the Taittiriya Upanishad,3.1.1  
This passage suggests that Brahman is the ultimate cause and support of all existence. It is the immanent and transcendent reality that gives rise to the cosmos, sustains all life, and into which all individual manifestations ultimately merge. This passage encourages seekers to understand Brahman and this is considered a path to spiritual realization and liberation from the cycle of birth and death.
Top of Form
Advaita Vedanta teaches that the individual self (Atman) is identical to Brahman. 
"Tat Tvam Asi"  
From the Chandogya Upanishad 6.8.7

“Tat" means "that," referring to Brahman, the ultimate reality, which is beyond description, transcendent, and all-encompassing.  "Tvam" means "you" or "yourself," signifying the individual self, Atman, within each person. "Asi" means "are" or "is." (Bartley, Advaita Vedanta, Chapter 11)
Together, "Tat Tvam Asi" translates to "That thou art" or "You are That." This statement communicates the essential teaching of Advaita Vedanta, asserting the fundamental identity between the individual self (Atman) and the ultimate reality (Brahman).
It conveys the profound truth that the core essence of every individual, the inner self, is not different from the ultimate reality. While individuals perceive themselves as separate and distinct entities, this teaching asserts that the true nature of the self is identical to the transcendent, unchanging reality of Brahman.
"Tat Tvam Asi" invites individuals to realize their true nature by recognizing that beyond the apparent differences and multiplicity lies the underlying unity of existence. It encourages seekers to transcend the illusion of separateness and realize their inherent oneness with the supreme reality, leading to spiritual awakening and liberation (moksha) in Advaita Vedanta philosophy. (Bartley, Advaita Vedanta, Chapter 11)

b. Maya
The doctrine of Maya is a fundamental concept in Advaita Vedanta, elucidating the nature of reality and the relationship between the phenomenal world and the Brahman.  It is used to explain the apparent diversity and transience of the world while asserting the underlying unity of existence.
Maya is often described as a cosmic illusion or a veil that obscures the true nature of reality. It is the power or principle through which Brahman, the absolute reality, appears as the diverse and changing world. Maya does not imply that the world is unreal in an absolute sense, but rather, it suggests that the world is not as it appears to our limited human perception.  The concept of avivarta or superimposition suggests that the world is a projection of Brahman.  The world is neither real or unreal; partly real because it sublated by knowledge of the Ultimate reality; partly unreal because it is experienced.  The analogy of a rope mistaken for a snake exemplifies this illusion—just as the rope is misperceived as something it is not, the world is perceived differently from its true nature as Brahman. (F.Fost)
Brahman, manifested as Isvara, wields Maya which creates the illusion of diversity, making the one ultimate reality appear as the many. It causes individuals to perceive the world as a multitude of separate entities and experiences, while in reality, they are manifestations of the same underlying reality.  Maya is responsible for the transient and ever-changing nature of the phenomenal world. It creates the appearance of birth, growth, decay, and death, leading individuals to perceive impermanence and change as inherent characteristics of reality. (Oldmeadow) 
Maya is often associated with avidya, ignorance, which veils the true nature of the self and leads individuals to identify themselves with the ever-changing world of names and forms.  While Maya creates the appearance of multiplicity and change, Brahman, the ultimate reality, remains unaffected by Maya. Brahman is immutable, transcendent, and beyond the limitations of Maya. (Kaplan). The perceived world is not fundamentally real but an illusion projected by Maya, concealing the singular reality of Brahman. This perception is vital in comprehending the idea of multiple selves (Atman) as manifestations of the one ultimate reality. The illusion of multiplicity of selves is a result of avidya (ignorance). Avidya leads individuals to perceive themselves and the world as separate and distinct, obscuring the underlying unity of all existence. This illusion causes individuals to perceive themselves as separate entities, each with its own identity, desires, and experiences.
Maya creates the appearance of individuality and plurality, making individuals identify with their physical bodies, minds, and personal histories. It creates a sense of separation, attachment, and identification with the transient aspects of existence (Milne).  Understanding Maya's role is crucial in comprehending creation in Advaita Vedanta.

c. Concept of Self
The concept of the self (Atman) stands as a fundamental pillar in understanding the nature of reality and the pursuit of spiritual liberation. Advaita, expounds upon the non-dual nature of the self and its relationship to the ultimate reality (Brahman). (Bartley, Advaita Vedanta, Chapter 11)
The apparent existence of individual souls is due to the identification of consciousness (Atman) with the body-mind complex. This identification creates the illusion of individuality and separateness, leading to the perception of multiple souls.
The concept of "multiple selves" refers to the subjective experience of individuals perceiving themselves as separate, distinct entities with unique identities, thoughts, and experiences. This perception of multiple individual selves is considered illusory or a product of Maya, the veiling power of ignorance or illusion according to Advaita Vedanta.

3. Role of Maya in Creation
Advaita Vedanta, diverges from traditional creationist views by rejecting the notion of a separate creator deity responsible for the genesis of the world. Unlike many religious traditions that posit a divine creator, Advaita Vedanta presents a unique perspective on creation, emphasizing the illusory nature of the manifested world and the absence of an independent creator god. (F.Fost)
Central to Advaita Vedanta's divergence from the notion of a creator deity is its emphasis on Maya, the principle of illusion. Adi Shankaracharya, in his commentaries on the Brahma Sutras and Upanishads, extensively discusses Maya as the force behind the appearance of the world, stating that it creates an illusory veil, concealing the true nature of Brahman, the ultimate reality.  Advaita Vedanta posits that Brahman is the substratum of all existence and is not subject to creation or destruction, being eternal and unchanging.
Amongst the many characteristics of the Brahman is that he is the source of creation.  The theory of causation is called Satkaryavada, which means “the theory of the existence of the effect in the cause." (Bartley, Advaita Vedanta, Chapter 11)  It suggests that the effect pre-exists in a subtle form within the cause before manifesting into its gross or visible state. This idea is often used to explain the relationship between Brahman and the phenomenal world. According to Satkaryavada, the world (effect) is not a separate creation but is inherent within Brahman (cause) in a potential or unmanifest form. When the cause undergoes a transformation or modification, the effect becomes manifest (Cross). 
Maya operates as the principle through which the unmanifested Brahman appears as the diverse and changing world. It creates the illusion of the effect (manifested universe) existing within the cause (Brahman) before its apparent manifestation.  This concept is used to explain the apparent manifestation of the diverse world from the singular, unchanging Brahman.  The Mundaka Upanishad gives the example,
As a spider spreads and withdraws (its thread)….
So out of the Immutable does the phenomenal universe arise.
The universe and everything in it, including the self (Atman) and world it lives in, emanates from him and is eventually absorbed back into him (Oldmeadow).   
Unlike creationist views, Shankaracharya elucidates that the world emerges from and subsides into Brahman, akin to the appearance and disappearance of waves in the ocean. This philosophical stance challenges traditional creationist narratives by highlighting the illusory nature of the world, pointing towards its multiplicity and diversity and emphasizing the ultimate reality of Brahman as the substratum. (Cross)
The role of Atman(self) in perceiving the manifested world
Drishti-Shrishti Vada, a concept in Advaita Vedanta, refers to the theory that perception (Drishti) precedes creation (Shristi). This philosophical standpoint aims to explain the manifestation of the world and the relationship between the perceiver and the perceived. (Maharshi)  
It suggests that the world comes into existence only when perceived by a conscious observer.  According to this view, the act of perception or observation by a conscious entity is pivotal in the manifestation of the world. The world exists as an object of perception, and its existence is contingent upon being observed.  
Atman, the individual self, is often considered a reflection of the universal consciousness (Brahman) in Advaita Vedanta. Atman is not just an entity; it is considered the core of consciousness within an individual. In the theory, the Atman is intimately connected to the act of perception, being the source of consciousness that observes and perceives the illusory world. (Rock)
Drishti-Shrishti Vada aligns with Advaita Vedanta's assertion that the world is an illusion (Maya). The theory proposes that the perceived world is akin to an illusion projected by consciousness, with no inherent reality of its own
In Drishti-Shrishti Vada, Maya serves as the mechanism through which the perception of the world occurs. Maya is seen as the power or veil that facilitates the appearance of the perceived world when observed by consciousness.  Maya interacts with the consciousness or Atman, facilitating the appearance of the illusory world when observed.
The appearance and diversity of the world are contingent on the perceiver's consciousness, implying that the world has no independent existence apart from the observer's perception.  The apparent diversity and multiplicity experienced by Atman are part of the illusion, reinforcing the idea of non-duality and the illusory nature of creation.  
The theory of Drishti-Shrishti Vada emphasizes the role of consciousness (Atman) in self-realization. The journey toward realizing the illusory nature of the perceived world and recognizing the non-dual reality involves an understanding of the Atman's nature as the perceiving entity. (Rock)
In Drishti-Shrishti Vada, the Atman and the theory's core principles are intricately connected through the lens of perception, consciousness, and the illusory nature of creation. The Atman's role as the perceiving entity aligns with the theory's emphasis on consciousness as the precursor to the manifestation of the illusory world. The journey of self-realization involves recognizing the illusory nature of the perceived world and realizing the non-dual truth of the Atman's identity with Brahman beyond the realm of Maya.


4. The Creator Paradox
Advaita Vedanta postulates that creation, as an illusory manifestation, does not arise out of necessity or a specific purpose. Adi Shankaracharya, in his commentaries on the Brahma Sutras and Upanishads, emphasizes that Brahman, the ultimate reality, remains eternally self-existent and does not undergo any transformation or necessity for creation. Unlike other philosophical or religious systems that attribute a purpose or divine intent to creation, Advaita Vedanta suggests that creation is an apparent manifestation within the realm of Maya. Shankaracharya elucidates that Brahman, being infinite and beyond limitations, is neither lacking nor desiring, thus requiring no external motive or purpose for creation.
Advaita Vedanta's focus on recognizing the illusory nature of the world rather than attributing a purpose to creation underscores its stance. The absence of necessity for creation aligns with the philosophy's emphasis on realizing the ultimate reality of Brahman and transcending the illusory world of Maya.  This perspective contrasts with teleological views that assign a specific purpose or intent behind creation.
The question that arises is why was the universe, souls and objects created if it served no purpose.  A.L.Herman calls it the “creator paradox”.  The initial problem came about in the Badarayana’s Brahma-Sutra, when an objector states the following argument
Brahman cannot be the cause of the world because to cause or create involves motives or purposes (and if Brahman has either, He is imperfect). (11.1.32) (Herman)
The paradox is that if Brahman created the world with an intent, then he had an aim in mind.  This implies that he desired something as such he is not Perfect, but lacking in some aspect.  "Now, if it were to be conceived that this endeavour of the Highest Self is useful to itself because of its own desire, then such supposition would contradict the scriptural statement about the Highest Self being always quite contented"  (Herman).  Therefore, that part of the paradox becomes untenable.
Suppose, Brahman created the world without an intent.  This does not seem logical as the process of creating involves having a purpose.   “God ends up purposelessly purposing, a contradiction” (Herman).  Both possibilities are not viable.  Either we have God who creates with purpose and is therefore not Perfect or we have a God who creates without purpose and that is illogical.  So, it seems that Advaita Vedanta does not have an established position on why creation was necessary.


5. Divine play or Leela (Lila)
Sage Badarayana proposed a solution that solves the paradox, and that is God’s divine play or Leela, which is neither with intent nor intentionless.  From Badarayana’s Brahma-Sutra,
"But as with men at times, so with God [Brahman as Isvara], creation is a mere sport" (11.1.33). (F.Fost)
In Advaita Vedanta, the concept of Leela, often translated as divine play, offers an interpretation of the world as an expression of Brahman's inherent power rather than a necessitated creation. Adi Shankaracharya and subsequent Advaitic scholars expound upon this perspective in their commentaries on Upanishads and Brahma Sutras.
According to this interpretation, the world's manifestation, through Isvara, is not a compelled act but an expression of Brahman's inherent potency or creative energy (Shakti). It presents the world as a spontaneous and playful expression of Brahman's limitless power rather than an outcome of any external necessity. Shankaracharya's commentary on Badarayana’s view states, 
“[T]he process of inhalation and exhalation is going on without reference to any extraneous purpose, merely following the law of its own nature. Analogously, the activity of the Lord also may be supposed to be mere sport, proceeding from his own nature, without reference to any purpose.... Although the creation of this world appears to us a weighty and difficult undertaking, it is mere play to the Lord, whose power is unlimited.” (F.Fost)
This perspective highlights the transcendental nature of Brahman, suggesting that the apparent diversity and multiplicity in the world arise from Brahman's inherent creative power, akin to an artist expressing their creativity through various forms. The idea of Leela underscores the joyous and non-compelled nature of the world's manifestation, aligning with Advaita Vedanta's emphasis on the illusory nature of creation within Maya.

6. Issues with Divine play as a solution to creation
a. Purposelessness of Creation:
Some critics argue that proposing creation as divine play or Leela implies a sense of purposelessness or arbitrariness. It raises questions about why an omnipotent and omniscient divinity would engage in a seemingly purposeless creation.  
Advocates of divine play argue that the concept of Leela does not necessarily imply purposelessness. They propose that divine play is beyond human comprehension and that the divine, being beyond attributes and limitations, may express itself spontaneously without adhering to human ideas of purpose.  Shankara uses the example of a magician and his tricks. He explains how the magician “plays” with one’s perception to create an illusion that something has appeared from nothing similarly Brahman by his divine play creates the world which appears real.  Neither the magician nor Brahman is affected by their own ‘tricks’. (F.Fost)
b. Ignoring the Problem of Evil:
Explaining creation as divine play overlooks the problem of evil and suffering in the world. If creation is seen as a playful expression, it seemingly dismisses or downplays the existence of suffering and injustice.  It seems to imply that while evil exists, it is not due to Brahman, as his act of divine play is not really an act of creation but a playful, joyful overflowing of his inner nature. (Herman)
Proponents might counter by suggesting that the appearance of suffering and evil is part of the Maya, representing the interplay of karma and rebirth and individual choices within the illusory realm of Maya. They might argue that from the absolute perspective, suffering does not affect the true nature of reality. (Herman)

c. Responsibility for the acts in Leela:
Even if Leela is defined as a purposeless sport, whose idea was it to participate in this intentionless activity?  As A.L Herman states, “God is not responsible for the purposes in lila, for supposedly there are none, but He is surely responsible for the act that brings lila into existence”.  He goes on to illustrate his point with a few examples.  One such case is if a boy bounced a ball on the wall.  The noise from the ball annoyed neighbours and disturbed the sleep of a baby. Can the boy claim the he is blameless because what he did was for fun, with no intention.  It was the noise that caused the disturbance and not the bouncing.    Can the boy be absolved of blame?  No, the act might be purposeless but it has consequences that someone has to take responsibility for.  (Herman)

d.  Concept of Self in the creation story
In Advaita Vedanta, there is an inconsistency in creation story which revolves around the apparent contradiction between the perception of a diverse and tangible world and the underlying philosophical principle of non-duality (Advaita). This contradiction challenges the conventional understanding of creation and reality.
According to Advaita Vedanta, the world perceived by individuals is an illusion (Maya). Maya creates the appearance of diversity, multiplicity, and constant change, leading individuals to perceive themselves and the world as separate entities distinct from the underlying unity of Brahman.  This illusion leads to the identification of the self with the body, mind, and ego, fostering a sense of individuality and separation. The perceived multiplicity of individual identities seems incompatible with the non-dual essence of the self and the ultimate reality.  
On the other hand, Advaita asserts that Brahman is the sole reality, devoid of attributes, divisions, or distinctions. It emphasizes the non-dual nature of existence, where all apparent diversity is illusory and the underlying truth is an undivided unity. The inconsistency arises when reconciling the apparent diversity of the self and the world with the underlying non-dual reality of Brahman. 
This contradiction can lead to confusion regarding the true nature of the self, particularly when trying to comprehend how the diverse and tangible world relates to the non-dual reality.  For those who are ignorant of the Advaita teachings, the world would seem dualistic and normal.  But for others seeking spiritual knowledge through Vedanta studies, this confusion would surface.  The apparent multiplicity of experiences and perceptions within the illusory realm of Maya might challenge one's perception of who they truly are, causing confusion and a sense of dissonance.  It raises questions about the validity and permanence of the individual self, leading to confusion about whether the self is an independent entity or an illusory appearance within the non-dual reality.  
The only way to resolve this is to self-inquiry (Atma-vichara) and knowledge (Jnana).  They would have to delve further into Advaita teachings to better understand their one true self.  
These counterarguments and rebuttals highlight the philosophical challenges and discussions surrounding the concept of divine play as an explanation for creation within Advaita Vedanta. 

7. Conclusion
Advaita Vedanta grapples with the concept of creation, where it does not prescribe a definitive necessity behind the act. Instead, it contemplates creation through the lens of divine play. However, this explanation encounters inherent complexities and philosophical quandaries rather than providing a succinct rationale for creation.
The notion of divine play introduces an intriguing perspective, proposing that the universe emanates as an expression of the divine's playful nature rather than a deliberate or essential act. Divine play tends to depict creation as an arbitrary act, raising questions about the purpose behind the divine's actions and also causes confusion in the concept of self. 
This portrayal of creation as mere play arguably diminishes the profound and purposeful nature attributed to the divine. The portrayal of the universe as a consequence of divine whimsy might seem incompatible with the idea of an omniscient, compassionate, and purposeful divine entity.
Advaita Vedanta's exploration of divine play as an explanation leaves unanswered questions regarding the purposefulness, intent, and alignment with the attributes of an omniscient divine being. This philosophical ambiguity prompts continued contemplation and discussion within the Advaita framework, leaving the query of creation's necessity open-ended.
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