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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).



Vedanta is one of the classical Indian schools of philosophy. ‘Vedanta’ is derived from Veda Anta meaning the end of the Vedas. Each Veda has 4 subdivisions: The Samhitas (mantras), the Aranyakas (text on rituals and ceremonies), the Brahmanas (commentaries on the rituals) and finally the Upanishads (texts on philosophy and spiritual knowledge). The Vedanta schools base their philosophies on the principal Upanishads[footnoteRef:1], the Brahma Sutras and the Bhagavad Gita. The Upanishads are teachings on philosophy, meditation and ontology of the Vedas. The Vedas are considered to be revealed text without human origin and therefore considered eternal and free from defects[footnoteRef:2]. They are though open to interpretation, as are the Brahma Sutras and the Bhagavad Gita, and it is these interpretations or commentaries, bhasyas, that very much define the schools of Vedanta. The Brahma Sutras systematises in verses the philosophical and spiritual ideas on the relationship between Brahman and Atman in the Upanishads. The Bhagavad Gita is a principal section of the Mahabharata where Lord Krishna (Vishnu) gives teachings to Arjuna. The Bhagavad Gita is seen to give a more easily understood and more worldly teaching of the Upanishads.  [1:  The principal ten Upanishads, out of the traditional 109, are Isha, Keno, Katha, Prashan, Mundaka, Mandukya, Taittiriya, Aitareya, Chandogya and Brhadaranayaka.]  [2:  Sarma, D: Introduction to Classical Indian Philosophy p. 203.] 


There are many schools of Vedanta with the major schools widely considered to be Advaita Vedanta (non-dualism), Visistadvaita Vedanta (qualified non-dualism) and Dvaita Vedanta (dualism). These schools arose over time with the most important scholars being Sankaracharya (788–820 C.E) from the Advaita School, Ramanujacharya from the Visistadvaita school of Vedanta (1017-1137 C.E) and Madhvacharya from the Dvaita school of Vedanta (1238-1317 C.E). The schools that came after Advaita Vedanta largely emerged as opposition or in discussion with the school of Vedanta.

The concepts of Atman (the Self) and Brahman (the Absolute) are central elements in the Vedanta philosophies and along with these the ultimate goal of liberation (moksa) seen as the freedom from re-birth, samsara. Atman and Brahman are both the basic sense of that which is identified as the highest power. 

Brahman is considered to be the absolute, the ultimate reality and cosmic force meaning the power of the whole universe and thereby the highest power. Brahman is timeless, unconditioned and unlimited substance that needs nothing else in order to exist and it the essence of all else.
“Brahman is Existence, Consciousness, Infinitude.” - Taittiriya Upanisad, II. 1.
“That which is infinitude is bliss and immortality” – Chandogya Upanisad VII.23.24
“Brahman is consciousness, bliss” – Brhadaranayaka Upanisad III.9.28.7
“Because I am the source of the immortal Spirit (Brahma), of everlasting cosmic order (Dharma), and of the absolute bliss” - Bhagavad Gita, chapter 14 verse 27. 
“I am Brahman” - Brhadaranayaka Upanisad I.4.10

Brahman is the impersonal, non-form of God while the god-form is referred to as Ishvara, the Lord or Bhagavan.

In the ancient Indian texts, Atman referred to ‘breath’, ‘sprit’ and ‘body’ while it evolved to a higher meaning in Upanishads[footnoteRef:3]. Referring to Atman as the true Self, the highest self, the essential nature. of an individual. Atman is never born and never dies.[footnoteRef:4] Atman is not consistently used as the changeless and inactive sense of self. Atman is also referred to as the ground of cognition, inner controller, immortal self.[footnoteRef:5]  [3:  Brian Black, ‘The Self in the Upanisads’, chapter 1, 1st paragraph.]  [4:  The Bhagavad Gita, chapter 2 verse 20]  [5:  Brian Black, ‘The Self in the Upanisads’ Chapter.1, 9th paragraph.] 


“The Atman is the cause; Atman is the support of all that exists in this universe. May ye never turn away from the Atman the innermost self. May ye never accept another God in place of the Atman nor worship other than the Atman” - Rgveda 10:48,5. 

“Atman: Vast, resplendent of unthinkable form it shines forth more subtly than is what is subtlest. Farther than far, it is here at hand, hidden in the hearts of the seers”[footnoteRef:6] Mundaka Upanishad 3.1.7 [6:  Alain Daniélou: The Myths and Gods of India, p. 15.] 


The embodied form of the Self, of the Atman, is the Jiva. This is the self, that appears to be caught up in the body, mind, sense complex. It is this jiva that passes on to another life until liberation (moksa). What separates, one Jiva from the other, is the psychological being, the Antahkarana.

Antahkarana (inner cause/psychological being)
1. The Ahamkara (ego)- The ahamkara identifies with the atman (self) with the body as “I”
2. Buddhi (intellect)
3. Manas (mind) – faculty driven by binding likes/dislikes (raaga/dveshas)
4. Citta (memory)

So, in understanding Atman, the true Self, it is important to understand, that it is not, what is often seen as ourselves, the Antahkarana. Instead, the Atman is our true nature and the consciousness that’s the essence of being and the ultimate source of happiness. It is independent from the body and mind as the unchanging observer of the minds constant changing activities, like “the sun is utterly unaffected by all it illuminates”.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Swami Tadatmananda, The awareful witness.] 



Advaita Vedanta
According to Advaita Vedanta, there is just one thing - Brahman. Some of the Advaita Mahavakyas (great sayings) are:
“Tat tvam asi” – thou art that		(Chandogya Upanisad 6.8.7)
“Aham brahmasri” – I am the absolute	(Brhadaranayaka Upanisad I.4.10)
“Ayam atma brahma” – this is the absolute	(Mandukya Upanisad 1.2)
“Sarvam khalvidam brahma” – Everything is indeed the absolute (Chandogya Up. 3.14.1)

There is absolutely no division in Brahman. Because there are no parts, there is no room for individual souls, each enjoying union with Brahman upon liberation. The analogy for this thought would be “Like the water drop striking the ocean. The water that makes up the drop does not disappear, but the dropness of the drop does”. [footnoteRef:8] Atman and Brahman are one and the same, and samsara, the circle of rebirths, results from the understanding, that Atman is different from brahman. The true self which is Atman is never changing. The Atman is the subject while the “body, mind, sense” I is the object. The eternal and changeless Atman – Brahman is a witness to change and change is superimposed upon it by the individual selves.[footnoteRef:9] “The changing properties of self is in the intellect (buddhi), and ignorance (avidya) acts as a kind of prism through which the self appears manifold and complex”[footnoteRef:10]  This super-imposition (adhyasa) is the apparent presentation of the attributes of one thing in another, it is illusion.[footnoteRef:11] Brahman has a power (shakti) called “Illusion” (maya) and it is this that acts as the material cause of the world.[footnoteRef:12] Maya is not apart from Brahman because it is not real, it is an appearance in Brahman. Brahman limited by Maya becomes the god of this universe – Ishvara. Maya has two capacities, it conceals/veils (arvana) and its projects/distorts (vicchepa). Maya distorts Brahman, so it presents the eternal as the non-eternal, the one as the many, the unlimited as the limited, the pure subject as the object, and bliss (ananda) as happiness/suffering (sukha/dukha). It is the veil on seeing which Advaita Vedanta sees as our real problem, that we do not know our real nature and thereby that we are Brahman. Projecting is seen as less of a problem as the jivas do experience the world, they do experience Brahman as this world. In the classic example of the rope and snake, where from a distance we see, project, the rope to be something that it is not, a snake, the real problem is that the veiling/concealment prevents us from seeing the rope as it is. “Sankara claims that the world, including the Vedas, even including Ishvara (the Lord), is not ultimately true or real, but the ultimate reality belongs only to the infinite, eternal, unchanging, pure bliss consciousness that is Brahman.[footnoteRef:13] [8:  Betty, Stafford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa, p. 219.]  [9:  William J. Wainwright: The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion p. 70.]  [10:   William J. Wainwright: The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion p. 68.]  [11:  Sankaracharya uses ignorance (avidya) and illusion(maya) interchangeably. ]  [12:  William J. Wainwright: The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion. P. 71.]  [13:  Betty, Stafford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa, p. 216.] 


For advaitins, the way to moksa (liberation) is through knowledge (jnana) and reaching the true realisation that Atman and Brahman are the same and that what is seen as different is Maya. The acts of devotion (bhakti) are secondary, while being important as a purification and grace which allows for the knowledge to be gained.” Ceremonial purity and ethical excellence may at best help the spiritual aspirant but will not directly result in self-realisation”.[footnoteRef:14] It is possible to achieve liberation (moksa) in this life and become a liberated soul (jivamukti) through realisation of knowledge and not the path of action, karma. Brahman is not seen as an object of knowledge but rather as knowledge itself. Brahman according to Advaita, is not the creator of the universe in the sense that a potter is the maker of the pot. Nor is creation an emanation from nothing. Out of the non-existence nothing can be created.[footnoteRef:15] Sankara’s view is that the relation of cause and effect are not ultimately real.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 30.]  [15:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta. P.33.]  [16:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta, p. 34.] 


“The Advaita conception of moksa is unique. It is not derived from the grace of an external God. It is native to the soul and is not derivative. It is not produced. It is something that is there awaiting self-discovery as jivanmukta (liberation in the embodied state)”.[footnoteRef:17] Universal salvation is not only a possibility but a logical necessity for advaitins. All souls with be liberated, some sooner, some after many more lives. [17:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 55] 



Visistadvaita Vedanta
The qualified non-dualist philosophy of Visistadvaita is considered to have existed through Alvars (poet-philosophers) long before Ramanuja but he is the most prominent philosopher within this tradition. For the Visistadvaita School of Vedanta, the relationship between Brahman and Atman is non-dual (advaita) qualified by difference (visista). Brahman is a qualified unity and all parts of reality, including the Atman, are attributes (prakara) of Brahman. They are “sparks which originate from the fire but are not the fire just like rays of sun part from the sun but as an aspect”.  The world and the self are distinct but inseparable from the God. Brahman is the only independent entity and the one perfect reality which is in itself unchanging. Visistadvaitins reject all notion of illusion in the form of Maya. They believe that we cannot conceive of any reality without characteristic for if we do there is no content. Brahman is seen as immeasurably raised above all possibility of anyone being equal or superior to him and “just as the human soul is the animator and controller of its body, so Brahman is the animator and controller of the universe. Brahman penetrates every atom of it; He is inseparable from it; but He is also distinct from it”.[footnoteRef:18] The essence of God being truth, knowledge, infinity, joy and purity. [18:  Betty, Stanford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa, p.217.] 


Compared to Advaita Vedanta, Ramanuja attempts to give soul back to the jivas, as they see Atman is being lost in Brahman in the Advaita tradition. The one real Brahman contains the many real entities. The world of souls (cit) and matter (acit) are treated as attributes (visesanas) to Brahman not as the same. They are different from Brahman while being dependent on and inseparable from Him. Brahman is the fundamental substance (visesya) and souls (cit) and matter (acit) are his prime attributes. To the visistadvaitins, Brahman is “a supra-personality (purusottama) endowed with an infinite number of auspicious attributes. He is all-pervading, all-powerful, all-knowing and all-merciful. His nature is fundamentally antagonistic to evil.” [footnoteRef:19] He is one and without a second (advitiya) and there is therefore a monistic view of Brahman.  [19:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 73.] 


The entire structure of Visistadvaita philosophy is built on the antar-yamin concept (the indweller/the heart of devotees) and the antaryami Brahmana of the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad is the fundamental text for Ramanuja. The antar-yamin sees the knowledge (jnana) as the relation between the knower and the object known. Also, without coming in direct contact with the object. They see no objectless cognition, in that knowledge will always have a corresponding object, so cognition of an object without attributes is for the visistadvaitins a fiction. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 71.] 


The Vedas that expressed the incomprehensiveness of Brahman does, in Ramanuja’s opinion, not mean that Brahman is unknowable but that the glory of Brahman is so vast that it be comprehended through scriptural statements. They see no distinction between Brahman and Ishvara. Brahman is not an unconditioned, impersonal ground of being but a personal God in the form of Vishnu.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Visistadvaita is a vaishnava faith meaning that they are devotees of Vishnu as Brahman/Ishvara. They are especially devoted to Lord Vishnu in the form of Lord Krishna.] 


Visistadvaita see Brahman as Saguna Brahman – “a state of being wherein all distinctions between subject and object are harmonised”[footnoteRef:22]. It is where the distinctions are harmonised after duality between one’s own soul and Brahman has been accepted. Brahman with qualities. Brahman has a form, identity and purpose, which may vary over time. Saguna Brahman is accepted by advaitins on the empirical level, while the truth of Brahman is seen as Nirguna Brahman – a state of being in which all dualistic distinctions between one’s own soul and Brahman are obligerated and are overcome. Brahman is beyond time and space. It is the idea that Brahman has no particular form and is present within all living beings and everywhere. Brahman without qualities/attributes.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Deutsch, Eliot: Advaita Vedanta p. 13.]  [23:  Deutsch, Eliot: Advaita Vedanta p. 13.] 


The way to moksa (liberation) is through devotion (bhakti) and self-surrender (prappti)[footnoteRef:24] while knowledge (jnana) plays a lesser part. Karmakanda in the form the performance of scripture-ordained actions, karma, are the means to express devotion to Ishvara. Ramanuja believes that the chapters in the upanisads dealing with karma are not opposed to jnana.[footnoteRef:25] Karmakanda and jnanakanda should be performed alongside each other. He believes in universal salvation. And that all one has to do, is surrender his Will to the Lord. “The Lord is the abode of an infinite number of auspicious attributes and fellowship with him (moksa) is the supreme value of life.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  The complete surrender of the ego at the feet of the Lord. Should be done with the help of a priest before the idol in a holy place. (Nagaraja p. 80)]  [25:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta. p. 78.]  [26:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 13.] 

He believes that all souls start out with the same spiritual equipment. None is privileged when brought forth into manifestation. Instead, what differentiates one jiva from another are the choices each one makes and their respective karmas over the course of their many lives. [footnoteRef:27]  [27:  Betty, Stafford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa p.217.] 



Dvaita Vedanta 
Madhvacharya sees himself as “the chosen prophet of Lord Vishnu commissioned to interpret correctly the sacred texts and refute the misinterpretations foisted thereon by other commentators”.[footnoteRef:28]  The philosophy came as a powerful attack on Sankara’s monism[footnoteRef:29], and also as a reaction to Visistadvaita, where the close relation between of God and the self was regarded as compromising God’s perfection. In Dvaita Vedanta, Brahman is utterly unique and separate from all else. Brahman and Ishvara are the same.  [28:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 82.]  [29:  The advaitins has no trouble with Dvaita Vedanta. However they express that the dvaitins have a very aggressive style of debate. Have been compared with the evangelists preaching and lack of openness to discussion (Swami Sarvapriyananda)] 


“The central purport of the scripture is that Visnu is the supreme Lord of the Universe. He is not attribute-less and homogeneous stuff of consciousness. He is the abode of infinite auspicious attributes. He is the supreme entity and has none above him. He is the sustainer, the destroyer and the creator of the universe”[footnoteRef:30] In Dvaita Vedanta, there is nothing beyond Saguna Brahman.  [30:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 86.] 


In Dvaita Vedanta, there is a very clear external distinction between the individual Self and the Lord, as in Atman and Brahman are not one. A central text in Dvaita Vedanta is Madhva’s Doctrine of Error (abhinava anyatha khyati / taking one thing as another). The classic example here of Madhva’s radical realism is the seashell, which is mistaken for silver in the twilight[footnoteRef:31] Where the test of truth is the cognition of a thing as it is.  Madhva denies the existence of an object of illusion instead the errors occurs when one apprehends a real (sat) shell as unreal (asat) and the unreal (asat) unreal, silver, as real (sat). Madhya holds that unreal things can be cognised too.[footnoteRef:32] [31:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 84.]  [32:  Sarma, D. Introduction to classical Indian Philosophy P. 48.] 


True knowledge (pramana) is very important in Dvaita Vedanta and as Madhva examines in great detail the adhyasa (super-imposition) of Advaita and find that it is not demonstrable in terms of any perception and therefore cannot be seen as true.[footnoteRef:33] “Valid and true knowledge is knowledge that is not superimposed and cannot be sublated”.[footnoteRef:34] According to Madhva all perception, pratyaksa, is determinate and real, unlike in Advaita where there is indeterminate perception. The truth in knowledge, jnana, is that which cognises the attributes of an object as it is.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 87.]  [34:  Sarma, D. Introduction to classical Indian Philosophy P.19. ]  [35:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 84.] 


The Jiva’s pratyaksa:

[image: ]

Madhva places great emphasis on Saksi, the internal witness or knowing self. The saksi is sva-prakas meaning self-luminous and self-validating. Saksi cannot err. It is without defect. The saksi is the final judge of the truth about the self[footnoteRef:36] The Jivatman, the self, in its real nature is the knower (jnana), the agent of action (karta) and the experiencer of pleasures and pains (bhokta). Dvaita holds that “the essence of the Jiva is no pure consciousness devoid of its individualising self-experience in terms of infitude of matters as knowledge and joy”[footnoteRef:37] [36:  Sarma, D. Introduction to classical Indian Philosophy, p. 29.]  [37:  Paramahamsa, K.R: Dvaita Vedanta p.18.] 


A further very important aspect in Dvaita Vedanta and the foundation of its view on reality is difference, bheda. Difference is the very nature of the thing (svarupa). The individual souls are held as being eternally different and dependant on the lord.

Madhva expresses five categories of differences, Panca-bheda;[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Bartley, Christopher: An introduction to Indian Philosophy, p. 249.] 


Between: 	Jiva and Ishvara (Jivatman)
Jiva and jiva - Innumerable selves
Ishvara (Lord) and Jada (matter) 
Jiva (Self) and Jada (matter) 
Jada(matter) and jada (Phenomenon within matter)

“For Madhva, all aspects of the universe, including knowledge, are qualitatively and hierarchically arranged.”[footnoteRef:39]  [39:  Sarma, D. Introduction to classical Indian Philosophy, p. 21.] 

Following this, Dvaita Vedanta has a hierarchy of souls and define categories, as each soul is not only numerically different from every other but is qualitatively different as well. The souls are all dependant on the Lord for their salvation.[footnoteRef:40] Madhva rejects the notion of universal redemption.  [40:  Rao, P. Nagaraja: The Schools of Vedanta p. 87.] 


1. Those who are liberated – Gods, Sages (mukti yogya)
2. Those not yet liberated (nityasamsarins)
3. Those incapable of liberation – destined for hell (tamoyogya)

Liberation (moksa), in which the dvaitins believe that the soul retains its essential individuality, is obtained in the realisation of a state of innate consciousness and bliss (saccidananda) focused on devotion (bhakti) and the grace of God.[footnoteRef:41] And while Ramanuja’s says that the bliss of a liberated soul is as great as God’s, Madhva answers that because our natures are profoundly different from God’s, so must be our experience.[footnoteRef:42] [41:  Bartley, Christopher: An introduction to Indian Philosophy p. 250.]  [42:  Betty, Stanford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa, p. 218.] 



Final notes on the 3 schools of Vedanta

The three schools of Vedanta base themselves on the same scriptures. However, they interpret these in very different ways and have substantial differences in their views on Brahman, Atman and moksa. 

It is not surprising that Madhva has been sharpest critism of the other two schools, since Dvaita Vedanta came as a reaction to these. Madhva says that ‘if a drop merges with water in order to attain bliss, there would be no enjoyer and no one to realise the bliss. The enjoyer would be extinct’. He argues that “moksa would not be worth having, if the Atman (or soul) does not survive as a self-luminary entity therein” Actually, Madhva has a focus on being able to enjoy the afterlife just as he says that freed souls who have passedon,  don’t have bodies as we do but have bodies of refined matter, allowing them to be active. [footnoteRef:43] Not only is he very focused on the enjoyment of the afterlife, he also does not believe that this is available to everyone. Liberation is only achieved through a right start-out in life, devotion to the Lord and grace from the Lord. Some souls will never achieve liberation from the cycle of rebirths. It seems to me that Dvaita Vedanta appeals to the aspects of the ahamkara that Advaita tries to release the jivas from; the ego, the binding likes and dislike, the judgement and the attachment. The feeling that there has to be more reward to good deeds on earth than the liberation and unity with Brahman can be related to the Ego, the ahamkara. The doer wants the benefit. Achieving moksa in Advaita Vedanta is so much about non-attachment and especially non-attachment to the aspects of the ego, the ahamkara, that we get so caught up in that we do not see the real connectiveness. The whole idea of Advaita is the dissolution of the ego, so as long as the ego plays this important role there is no moksa (jnana) Therefore when stuck in this doer/ego condition one will stay in samsara and continuous to be reborn thereby reaping the fruits of actions on earth. From this point of view, the dvaitins would still need to live many lives in order to gain the knowledge, jnana, that Atman and Brahman are one and the same. Advaita Vedanta is critised for ‘what would be the purpose of lives if all is Brahman and all remain unchanged’ To this it could be said that according to Advaita Vedanta, moksa is generally only achieve after many lives and after a dedicated search for knowledge, jnana. So, karma and re-births exist until we reach moksa. There are places in the after-world where the soul resides until it is re-born and these are related to our karma. It feels like some of the critic assumes neglect to see that until liberation has been reached, we will keep being reborn and thereby benefit from the good we have done, so it would be worth the effort. The visistadvaitins believe that when moksa is achieved, the soul will have a perfected spiritual body and be able to enjoy the heavens in eternal bliss together with God.[footnoteRef:44] In this way and in the view of equality at birth, Visistadvaita has similarities with Christianity. [43:  Betty, Stanford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa, p. 218. ]  [44:  Betty, Stanford: Dvaita, Advaita and Visistadvaita: Contrasting Views of Moksa, p. 217.] 
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