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Evaluate the extent to which the major schools of Vedanta can be said to offer conflicting views of the nature and relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman).
My aim is to address this essay with three specific sections including an Introduction and Conclusion. Within the Introduction I aim to give an overview of the major schools of Vedanta and what, according to the literature, is the nature and relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman). I will begin to evaluate the conflicting views of the nature and relationship of the Self and the Absolute.
Section 1: in this section I will look deeper into the conflicting views of the nature and the relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman) within the major schools of Vedanta. I will then look in detail at the Advaita Vedanta School, led by Shankaracharya the Indian Philosopher of the 8th and 9th Century.
Section 2: in this section I will look in detail at the Schools of thought led by Ramanuja in the 12th Century and Madhvacharya in the 13th Century and how these schools conflict with Advaita Vedanta led by Shankaracharya.
Section 3: I plan to take a position on both sections and discuss the thoughts that resonate with my understanding of the nature and relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman) with support from the literature.
In my conclusion, my aim will be to summarise what I have discussed throughout the essay.

Introduction
Vedanta is a Sanskrit word broken into two parts, “Veda” which refers to the sacred texts and “Anta” which means to end. These texts were revealed to the sages and saints of India and explained and regulated every aspect of life from supreme reality to worldly affairs. There are four texts in number, namely the Rig, Yajur, Sama and Atharava. These texts are then divided into a further four texts, Samita, Brhmana, Aranyaka and Upanishads. The text Brahma Sutra is also known in Vedanta as the overall text that includes the Upanishads. They are known as the oldest books in the library of mankind. Vedanta is also known as the culmination of the essential knowledge of the Vedas, concerned with the truth of existence, creation, the soul and the illusion of all duality also known as separateness. The texts can be understood as the monistic philosophy of the Hindus. Phillips (1998) quotes:
“The prominent classical and modern Indian philosophy known as Advaita Vedānta, which insists on the single reality of Brahman (the Absolute), is often identified as Indian monism. Furthermore, a monism in theology (Brahman as God) is important to almost all expressions, classical and modern, of Indian theism”.
As there was no direct interpretation of these texts, several schools of Vedanta philosophy emerged as a result of the differences of these interpretations. Mostly these differences of interpretations arose from the direct understanding of what is referred to as the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman). Indian texts did not use capital letters therefore atman and brahman were shown as lowercase words. It is important to mention there are many similarities between the schools also, such as the pursuit of knowledge between atman and brahman, the major texts of the Brahma Sutras, Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita and that brahman is the unchanging ever existing consciousness of the world. The exception to this is the school of Dvaita Vedanta which I will mention in Section 2.
The range of interpretations of these texts can be split into three parts or schools. The non-dualist school (Advaita Vedanta) is a school, led by the Indian Philosopher Shankaracharya and portrays one existence (brahman) as one conscious bliss and its unity with self (atman). In Section 1 I will delve deeper into this area to uncover Shankaracharya’s Advaita Vedanta philosophy. The second part or school within the Vedanta Brahma Sutras is a school led by Ramanuja called the Vishishtadvaita subschool of Vedanta. This school disagrees with Shankaracharya’s philosophies of one existence, conscious bliss and states that yes, we are whole but we are a part of this Divinity, this universal consciousness. The role of devotion, also known as bhakti is essential within this school to aid and experience union with brahman. I will uncover this school within section 2 of this essay along with the third school, led by Madhvacharya. Madhvacharya’s philosophy is called Dvaita or theistic dualism which states that we are all different from one another and that God is different from us. We are all under the one care of the one divine ruler but we are different. The role of bhakti and surrender is important also with this dualistic school. The final section of this essay, section 3 will uncover my viewpoints of the texts I have read and my understandings whilst writing this essay.
It is important to note, the Vedantist way of liberation is very different from any school of Western philosophy, involving as it does daily meditation and other spiritual exercises to bring about union with brahman.
Throughout the literature there are references to brahman as Ishvara: the ultimate reality and atman or Jivatman: known as the individual self or soul. It is also important to note that in Hindu philosophy there is an understanding of the cycle of birth and rebirth, how a being is born depends on how their last life was lived. That souls obtain good and bad karma based on actions and that death which is seen as the last of the samsara’s (part of the cycle of life) is the ultimate sacrifice.
“Moksha is the end of the death and rebirth cycle and is classed as the fourth and ultimate artha (goal). It is the transcendence of all arthas. It is achieved by overcoming ignorance and desires. It is a paradox in the sense that overcoming desires also includes overcoming the desire for moksha itself. It can be achieved both in this life and after death”.
		(https://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/hinduism/beliefs/moksha.shtm)

Yoga is also mentioned in the literature as a path in order to join or connect the individual soul to brahman. As quoted online it is said:
“In Sanskrit texts, Rāja yoga as both the goal of yoga and a method of attaining it. The term also became a modern name for the practice of yoga, when in the 19th-century Swami Vivekananda gave his interpretation of the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali in his book Raja Yoga. Since then, Rāja yoga has variously been called aṣṭāṅga yoga, royal yoga, royal union, sahaja marg, and classical yoga”.
(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raja_yoga)

The picture of an interconnected cosmic web which emerges from modern atomic physics has been used extensively in the East to convey the mystical experience of nature. For the Hindus, brahman is the unifying thread in the cosmic web, the ultimate ground of all being.

Olivelle (1996) in his translation of the Upanishads states:
	“Brahman is life. Brahman is joy. Brahamis the Void.
	Joy, verily, that is the same as the Void.
	The Void, verily, that is the same as joy.”
The most intellectual school, according to Capra’s classic “A Tao of Physics” is the Vedanta school, in which he states it is based on the Upanishads with an emphasizes on brahman as a “nonpersonal, metaphysical concept, free from any mythological content”. Capra (1982) continues to state as in all Hinduism, the idea that the multitude of things and events around us are but different manifestations of the same ultimate reality. This reality, Capra states is brahman and is the unifying concept which gives Hinduism its essentially monistic character in spite of the worship of numerous gods and goddesses.
Brahman is understood as the underlying essence of all things. It is infinite and beyond all concepts and cannot be comprehended by the intellect, nor described with words. According to Capra (1982) the manifestation of brahman in the human soul is called atman and the idea that atman and brahman, the individual and the ultimate reality, are one is the essence that is portrayed in Olivelle’s (1996) in his translation of the Upanishads:

“That which is the finest essence – this whole world has that as its soul. That is Reality. That is Atman. That art thou.”
Satchidananda states in his commentary on “The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali” the atma is the seer, the true you, that you become a seer because there is something to see and a knower because there is a known.
His Divine Grace. A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhuada stated in his lecture on 6th October 1969 at Conway Hall in London that the Vedas are not compilations of human knowledge but knowledge that comes from the spiritual world, from Lord Krsna. (Lord Krsna is deemed an avatar of Visnu, the ultimate god consciousness). Another name, he mentions, for the Vedas is sruti. Sruti refers to that knowledge which is acquired by hearing and that this is knowledge that is not experimental.

In this introduction I have explained what is meant by Vedanta, brahman and atman. I have begun to explain the three major schools of Vedanta and how their views are conflicting in relation to the nature and relationship of the self and the absolute.

Section 1:
Mutiple schools of Vedanta arose between the 8th and 16th century. These schools were led by specific gurus. The list begins as follows:
The Advaita Vedanta School, led by Shankaracharya in the 8th and 9th century. The Sri Sampradaya School led by Ramanuja in the 12th century. The Brahma Sampradaya School led by Madhvacharya in the 13th century. The Hamsa Sampradaya School led by Nimbarka also in the 13th Century. The Rudha Sampradaya School led by Vallabha in the 15th and 16th Centuries and the Caitanya Sampradaya School led by Caitanya in the 16th Century. In this essay I will uncover the first three schools led by Shankaracharya, Ramanuja and Madhvacharya.
In this section I will look into the conflicting views of the nature and the relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman) in relation to the school of Advaita Vedanta or non-dualistic school, led by Adi Shankaracharya.
Shankaracharya travelled across much of India during his short life, sharing his discourses and debates. He pronounced the importance of a monastic life as is mentioned in the Upanishads and the overall Brahma Sutras. The non-dualist school Advaita Vedanta is taught from childhood and is taught as a way of life. The main objective of the teachings of Shankaracharya is to understand and know how to obtain moksha, enlightenment or liberation from the cycle of birth and rebirth and how to be free as a Jivanmukta or liberated, self-realized person. The awareness of oneness, universal spirit and connection with brahman is the essence of Advaita Vedanta. The teachings and inquiry into the Upanishads bring a knowledge and understanding of the connection with brahman. Shankaracharya taught the path of knowledge or Jnana yoga, was key with this School of Vedanta. This path was also known as the path of “self-realizaton” and asks questions such as “who am I?” and “what am I?” Two other paths known as karma yoga, the path of action and bhakti yoga, the path of loving devotion to a personal god will also be discussed in section 2 of this essay. A fourth spiritual path added later is known as raja yoga, the path of the practice of yoga in which Swami Vivekananda gave an insight in his book Raja Yoga on the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali.
The keypoint of Advaita Vedanta and the term Nondualism which means “not two”, is the understanding that there is no separation between brahman, universal consciousness and the atman, the self. The physical world however, is continuously changing, this is where the concept of maya is stated as the illusion. It is when this illusion is realized and negated that the oneness of universal consciousness is achieved.
Hirst (2018) states that with “intention to know the self (atman), one enters or attains brahman, the totality, transcendent, after death. Through the parts, to the whole, to that beyond”. She also states “One who knows the highest brahman indeed becomes brahman”.
It is Black (2018) who states “This self (atman) of mine within the heart is brahman. On departing from here, I will enter into him”. Brahman is understood as the entire world and therefore atman, the self is brahman, “then one becomes the entire world at the time of death”.
So to conclude section 1, Shankaracharya’s school of Advaita Vedanta joins brahman and atman as one. The literature states brahman is knowing to be real however it is this world that exists is an illusion and also ever-changing. However, when we renounce, detach, purify and obtain an enlightened guru, who has the knowledge of the scriptures and the essence of brahman then it is possible to obtain salvation, to obtain the oneness with brahman. It is with writing this material that I have a question regarding this theory which I will also state in section 3. It is that, if I know or understand that I have an aim to obtain or reach enlightenment through whatever means is suggested, then wouldn’t there be an understanding that I am separate to the ultimate? In the next section, I believe the next two schools question the School of Advaita Vedanta’s theory and tries to join what they believe is missing. 

Section 2:
So as Shankaracharya led the movement within the Vedic tradition of Advaita Vedanta in which atman is identical of brahman the universal consciousness and that all else is ignorant of this philosophy another philosopher Ramanuja (c. 1000 CE) formed the Vishishtadvaita School that stated atman is different from brahman. Within the Vishishtadvaita School it is stated that although atman is eternally connected to brahman it is different from the source, from brahman itself.
This school also used the Upanishad texts to disagree with the concept that atman is not identical to brahman but that it is an aspect of brahman. It is said that Ramanuja himself wrote many influential texts including the famous poem the Bhagavad Gita. Ramanuja presented the importance of a personal god and that the role of bhakti or devotion was the way to this god. The personal god for Ramanuja was Vishnu. He believed in unity of all souls and that every soul has the potential to realise and identify with the ultimate reality or consciousness. Vishishtadvaita is referred to as a qualified non-dualistic school or qualified monism. Ramanuja states that God or brahman has a body and a soul and that the body is the world of matter. The path of bhakti, devotion to god is the ultimate way for union within this school. Bartley (2015) states that:
“Ramanuja argues that we cannot make sense of the notion that there is any sort of reality, ultimate or otherwise, that is undifferentiated and non-intentional consciousness. He is an epistemological direct realist, holding that all cognitions are intrinsically valid just in virtue of their occurrence. He holds that intrinsically reflexive consciousness is always about something external”.
Two centuries after Ramanuja, a further Hindu Philosopher Madhvacarya (c. 1200 CE) who also portrayed the Upanishads as a source for dualism and who constructed the Dvaita school of Vedanta. Dvaita Vedanta is understood as atman to be totally separate from brahman. Brahman is understood to be the creator of the universe, perfect in every aspect but distinct from atman and matter. Stoker (2011) states that Madhvacarya labelled his philosophy as “arguments from a realistic viewpoint”. Madhvacarya and his teachings portrayed there is a fundamental difference between brahman and atman, as two separate entities that are unchanging but that the soul is dependent on the universal consciousness. Black (2018) states according to “Madhva, then atman is dependent upon braham, but they are not exactly the same”. He believed that liberation is achievable and that the bhakti path was ultimate for progression, complete love, devotion and surrender to Visnu (God) is what is required. According to the literature, Madhvacarya’s differences included, differences between material items, between material items and souls, between material items and God, between individual souls and between God and souls. He also acknowledged the degree to which knowledge is different for every being or soul and how the enjoyment of bliss in each case is different. These concepts were not found in any other Indian philosophy.
Black (2018) states “… that knowledge of atman can lead to some sort of liberation or ultimate freedom” basically freedom of death perhaps. And that “is the self free from evils – free from old age and death, free from sorrow, free from hunger and thirst; the self whose desires and intentions become real”.
As a visual learner, I created 3 small images to show my understandings of the three schools:
Avaita Vedanta			Vishishtadvaita Vedanta		Dvaita Vedanta 
Brahman
Atman 
Atman within Brahman
Brahman
Atman 



Dvaita Vedanta explains atman always different from brahman.
Vishishtadvaita explains atman eternally connected to brahman but different from one another.
Avaita Vedanta explains atman identical to brahman.




Having described the three main schools within Vedanta, there are still others with different viewpoints. Once such school that Levine (2018) describes is called Carvaka (5th and 6th Centuries BCE) that rejected all other Vedanta schools. This school was fundamentally empiricist and “claimed that sense perception alone tells us what exists”. This school was “materialistic, hedonistic (pleasure alone is worth pursuing) and naturalistic” and therefore denied any existence of the soul or atman and therefore not identification with brahman. The school denied rebirth, the afterlife and karma and believed all human beings were made up of the elements, earth, water, fire and air.

Section 3: 
Having had some previous introductory knowledge of Vedanta, atman and brahman whilst studying with the British Wheel of Yoga for a Teaching Diploma, I have continued to have an interest in Vedanta philosophy. Having read many texts within this area, including the Upanishads and Patanjali’s sutras it is from an understanding of these texts that I can find resonance with all three schools mentioned in section 1 and 2. However, as I can understand Ramanuja and Madhvacharya it is with Shankaracharya that I have a deeper understanding through meditation and the path of knowledge. As a lifelong learner, my nature is always one of enquiry and questioning. The path of Jnana Yoga is appealing to my nature. I have been a meditator for many years within many different traditions and paths until I found my own path which I now follow. It is with some experiences that I have met glimpses of Shankaracharya’s philosophy however it is my day to day experience that resonate with Ramanuja and Madhvacharya. At the end of Section 1 I posed a question regarding Shankaracharya’s philosophy. If his school of thought was noticing how atman and brahman are one universal consciousness that needed a path to obtain this union then wouldn’t that suggest that the experiences/entities are separate, otherwise no path is required and therefore no discussion of separation or union. I do agree with his concept that we can strive for this union and therefore that is why a path is required. I suppose this is the soul’s life work.
It is worthy to note at this point, the transmigration process as it appears in both Chandogya Upanishad and the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad as well as other literature as it describes the ultimate transition of life. Black (2018) states that the “knowledge of the five fires” describe “life as part of a cycle of regeneration, whereby the essence of life takes on different forms as it passes through different levels of existence”. These five fires are (1) when cremation occurs humans travel in the form of smoke to the other world. (2) When humans become soma they enter a rain cloud to become rain. (3) As rain they return to earth to become food. (4) As food they enter man where they become semen and finally (5) where semen enters a woman and becomes an embryo. Black (2018) states “those who know the teaching” follow the paths of the gods and enter braham. However, it is said those who do not know will follow “the path of the ancestors and continue to be reborn”. Black (2018) also states that “knowledge of atman leads to immortality and freedom from death”.
Black (2018) carries on to say that within the early Upanishads there are no passages articulating methods of practice however through the developments of yoga and meditation practices in later texts “introspection begins to be formalized as a philosophical mode of enquiry”. It is Bartley (2015) who quotes from the Katha Upanishads the essence of a fully enlightened being, he states:
“He who has wisdom as his charioteer and his mind as the reins reaches the journey’s end – the place of Visnu”.
Having read a little from Western philosophers to date, there could be seen a similarity between the Dutch Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza. It could be said that had he been a Hindu he perhaps would have created the last part of the Vedanta philosophy.



Conclusion:
In conclusion, Capra (1982) describes how spiritual traditions differ in many details but essentially their view of the world is the same. He states:
“… one could almost say the essence of it (the world) – is the awareness of the unity and mutual interrelation of all things and events, the experience of all phenomena in the world as manifestations of a basic oneness. All things are seen as interdependent and inseparable parts of this cosmic whole; as different manifestations of the same ultimate reality”.
This essay addressed the major schools in Vedanta and how they had conflicting views of the nature and relationship of the Self (atman) and the Absolute (brahman). Eastern traditions refer to this Absolute, ultimate, invisible reality which manifests itself in all things and of which all things are a part of. Brahman in Hinduism, Dharmakaya in Buddhism, Tao in Taoism. 
To us as individuals, as a whole, we are not aware of this unity and see everything as separate. It makes it easier in our day to day lives I’m sure. Hindus and Buddhists tell us that our concepts of separateness is based on illusion which is based on ignorance. Capra (1982) states that the aim of Eastern traditions is “to readjust the mind by centering and quietening it through meditation”. The Sanskrit word for meditation is samadhi and means “mental equilibrium”. This is the state of the mind in which the unity of the universe also experiences. The following quote from Capra (1982) I feel concludes this essay stating that all is one and that both science and nature show the same results:
“The basic oneness of the universe is not only the central characteristic of the mystical experience, but it is also one of the most important elevations of modern physics. It becomes apparent at the atomic level and manifests itself more and more as one penetrates deeper into matter, down into the realm of subatomic particles. The unity of all things and events will be a recurring theme throughout our comparison of modern physics and Eastern philosophy. … We shall see that they express again and again, in different ways, the same insight – that the constituents of matter and the basic phenomena involving them are all interconnected, interrelated and interdependent; that they cannot be understood as isolated entities, but only as integrated parts of the whole”.
I am not a physicist but I do enjoy learning and linking physics to my own personal knowledge and when I read the similarities between science and metaphysics I smile as I know there are many people who need this justification. For me however, I don’t know why, but there is already innate knowing of such things.
It is Hirst (2018) who speaks about sharpening the mind through meditation with her description from the Mundaka Upanishad “… the atman with an arrow and braham with the target to be struck. So it appears that the individual self, sharpened with meditation, is to be drawn back ready to fire “with the mind fixed on the nature of that,” i.e. braham”.
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