
How is the relationship between self and god understood in different Hindu philosophical traditions?
In this essay I will be explaining how the relationship between self and God is understood in Hinduism by focusing on three prominent philosophical teachings in the subject, Advaita, Visistadvaita and Dvaita. In Hinduism, God is referred to as Brahman and self as Atman. Brahman is a Sanskrit word which is used to describe ‘The Absolute Reality’ or God. Most Hindus believe that Brahman upholds everything and is the ground for everything in existence[footnoteRef:1].  Atman is described as ‘real self’ it is believed that atman is the self that stays with you throughout reincarnation (rebirth). The relationship between Brahman and Atman is discussed in The Upanishads. The Upanishads are a type of Shruti literature which means they are considered to be humanly authored. Upanishads literally translates to ‘sitting near’, therefore implies that these texts were taught by a Guru to a disciple. The Upanishads are highly philosophical texts and address such topics like the nature of life, death and being. The Upanishads are also known as ‘Vedanta’ which means the end of the Veda’s. This is because the Upanishads is the final group of text of the wider literature that is the Veda’s.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Gavin Flood, “BBC-Religions-Hinduism: Hindu Concepts”, Bbc.Co.Uk, 2009. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/hinduism/concepts/concepts_1shtml [Accessed 23 September 2018].]  [2:  Kim Knott, Hinduism: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press Inc, 1998), p. 16.] 

The main focus of the Upanishads is Brahman, Atman and the relationship between them both. The Upanishads teach that Atman is Brahman.  They teach monism which translates as ‘everything is one’. This refers to the Atman, being the absolute in each person and although Brahman appears to be made of different components, the Upanishads teach that this is an illusion and it is the awareness of this that leads to liberation. .[footnoteRef:3]Yama teaches this in the Katha Upanishad. (Katha Upanishad 11. Ii. 12). [3:  Hillary Rodrigues, Introducing Hinduism (New York: Routledge, 2006), pp. 34-36.] 

As discussed earlier the Upanishads are also known as the Vedanta. There are philosophers/theologians who sought to comment on and interpret the ideas contained in the Vedanta who are referred to as The Vadantins. The most important traditions in the Vedanta are Advaita (non-dualism), Visistadvaita (qualified non –dualism) and Dvaita (dualism). Each of these Major Vedantic Schools was developed by South Indian Philosophers/theologians who were all Brahmins (priests) who were particularly adept at philosophical exposition. These schools all provide a foundation for ‘what is self’ in Hinduism. I am now going to expand and explain the traditions of each of these individually.
Advaita (Non-Dualism) 
The Philosopher associated with the Advaita Vedanta is Sankara. It has been estimated that Sankara died at a young age and lived roughly between 788 and 830 CE. Advaita Vedanta is known as a path of knowledge that reveals absolute reality and consciousness.  
Sankara taught that there is only one single reality which is Brahman, which is a monistic approach to the universe ultimately being down to one principle. Sankara rejects the dualistic approach of reality by Madhava who teaches that the plurality we see around us is true and that everything is separate. Instead Sankara teaches that the plurality we see around us (Maya) is illusory so that even though things appear to be separate it is all an illusion and in fact everything is one (monism). [footnoteRef:4] Sankara's teachings on the relationship between atman and Brahman are explained by saying that all knowledge is distorted which prevents us from being able to see our true atman being identical with Brahman. Advaita Vedanta teaches that in order to realise the relationship between atman and Brahman being one, a person must develop discrimination as this would allow a person to separate the self from what is not the self. Doniger uses the metaphor” a snake is seen in the corner of a house, but then, upon inspection, finds it to be a rope.” [footnoteRef:5] This aids to explain that Advaita Vedanta teaches that in order to achieve liberation (moksa) we need to wake from our state of illusion.  [4:  Jeaneane Fowler, Perspectives Of Reality - An Introduction To The Philosophy Of Hinduism (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2002), pp. 238-243.]  [5:   Wendy Doniger, The Hindus, An Alternative History (New York: Penguin Books, 2009), p. 516.] 

The Upanishads talk about a ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ Brahman. Klostermaier explains Sankara’s interpretation as “He interprets the ‘lower Brahman’ to mean isvara, the God of religion, who is worshipped as creator, sustainer and destroyer of this world. The ‘higher Brahman’ he understands to be the quality-less, a cosmic principle of all.”[footnoteRef:6]  This is where Sankara distinguishes between a saguna and a nirguna Brahman (with and without attributes). Sankara believes that when the universe disappears so will isvara as he is only concerned with the creation of this universe whereas Nirguna Brahman will last forever. This means that Sankara believes that Nirguna Brahman is the only permanent, and is ‘without attributes’ meaning it is not composed of parts but that everything in Brahman is one. Despite this Sankara believes that a necessary stage to achieve liberation is devotion to isvara. [footnoteRef:7] [6:  Klaus K Klostermaier, Hinduism: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1998), p. 109.]  [7:  Klaus K Klostermaier, Hinduism: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 1998), p. 105-109.] 


Visistadvaita (Qualified Non-Dualism)
A later Vedantic school is Visistadvaita (Qualified non-dualism), which has its foundation in Advaita Vedanta therefore has similar philosophy, however has its differences. The philosopher associated with the Visistadvaita Vedanta is Ramanuja. Ramanuja lived at a later date in the eleventh to twelfth century. He originally trained in Sankara’s Advaita philosophy and Ramanuja agreed that ultimate reality (Brahman) was non dualistic however disagreed with Sankara on the nature of Brahman, atman and the world. Ramanuja criticised Sankara’s philosophy accusing it to lack insight.[footnoteRef:8] Ramanuja was a Vaishnava (follower of the god Vishnu) and for Ramanuja, Vishnu is the personification of Brahman. [8:  Kim Knott, Hinduism: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press Inc., 1998), p. 32.] 

Ramanuja believed that it is meaningless to talk about Nirguna Brahman and instead Ramanuja teaches Saguna Brahman, stating that Maya is real and not an illusion like Sankara says, the world is internally qualified but Brahman is still everything. Visistadvaita Vedanta teaches that atman is an aspect of Brahman. When one becomes liberated, atman is no longer subject to the limitations of the world e.g., karma but can then share a profound communion with the Lord. To sum this concept up, qualified non-dualism similarly to non-dualism is Brahman is one but differs as it is qualified; it has attributes which include everything that exists in the world. Differently to Advaita, Visistadvaita argues that liberation requires not just the knowledge of God but also the grace of God.
The Visistadvaita Vedanta had different strands of philosophy and two of which took place centuries after Ramanuja. Sri Vaishnava Tradition, which Ramanuja belonged to later split into two branches, the Vadagalai (Northern School) and the Tengalai (southern school). The Vadagalai is known as the “monkey school” and the Tengalai is known as the “kitten school”. In the Vadagalai School the devotee actively clings to god, who saves him through his grace, like a baby monkey clings to his mother. In contrast, in the Tengalai school the devotee is passive and is saved by grace alone, just like a kitten is carried in its mother’s mouth without making any effort themselves. This is because if the kitten (devotee) did make any effort they would get in the way of the mother cat (teacher). The followers of the monkey school regarded themselves as twice born(in the 3 higher castes of society) liberated through ritual devotion and argued that the cat school was designed for the lower castes (Shudras-servants) as they were unable to perform rituals because they were not allowed in temples. The only way to liberation was through surrender. [footnoteRef:9] This metaphor explains the different paths each school took in order to achieve liberation, which is done through knowledge of god (Brahman) and the grace of god. This differs to Sankara’s belief that in order to attain liberation one must have the knowledge that is awakening from our state of illusion. [9:  Wendy Doniger, The Hindus, An Alternative History (New York: Penguin Books, 2009), pp. 515-516.] 

 
Dvaita (Dualism)
The third school is Dvaita (dualism). Madhava is the key philosopher associated with this philosophy. Madhava argues that there are 3 types of independent existence, Brahman (isvara), individual self (atman), and matter (prakrti). He taught that self is dependent on Brahman for existence, but Brahman is independent. Similarly to Visistadvaita, Dvaita supports Saguna Brahman and personifies Brahman as Vishnu. According to Madhava, in order to attain liberation (moksha)one has to fully understand the differences between Brahman and atman, various selves, selves and matter, Brahman and matter and the various phenomena of matter. Madhva teaches that god and self are complete separates, atman is dependent on Brahman for existence however is not Brahman, Brahman is completely independent.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Hillary Rodrigues, Introducing Hinduism (New York: Routledge, 2006), p. 253.] 

In Dvaita, the relationship between God and self is depicted as pratibamba (reflection).Selves has some likeness to God; however it only goes as far as a reflection in a mirror. Brahman is the principle of reality and is a very important concept for the theistic devotion that characterises the Dvaita School. Even though Madhva believed that the self could not be identical to god as it is only a reflection, god is eternal therefore the self as a reflection of god is also eternal but atman’s distinctive qualities separate it from god. Madhava reinterpreted any Shruti text that was concerned with the relationship between self and Brahman, He disagreed with the monism that is referred to when talking about atman being Brahman like Sankara and Ramanuja teach. Instead, Madhva refers to atman being a part of Brahman. The reflection of atman in Brahman that Madhva refers to is a symbol of a dependent relationship, it refers to atman being dependent of Brahman but Brahman is not dependent on atman but is separate from the self and the world. Madhva believed that all of our experiences in the world revealed that we have no identity with God, He believed any experience between life and god pointed towards god as supreme and transcendent to the self. Fowler talks about dependency being dualistic separation and that there can be no identity between the limited selves and the perfection of Brahman. The difference between atman and Brahman can’t disappear when the self is liberated and will never compare with the supremacy of Brahman. [footnoteRef:11] [11:  Jeaneane Fowler, Perspectives Of Reality - An Introduction To The Philosophy Of Hinduism (Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2002), pp. 344-356.] 

To conclude, the relationship between Brahman and atman is explained in 3 different Hindu philosophies. Advaita being the first which takes a non-dualistic approach arguing that there is no difference between Brahman and atman (nirguna Brahman).Sankara believes the plurality around us is Maya, and that to attain liberation one must wake from this state of illusion. Whereas Visistadavita, a later philosophy suggests that the world is plural and that this is not an illusion, hence this approach being qualified non-dualism. Ramanuja argues that we are not Brahman but are an aspect of Brahman (saguna Brahman) and that in order to attain liberation we must not only hold the knowledge of god but also the grace of god. Lastly, Dvaita believes that the relationship between atman and Brahman is that they are both complete separates. Madhva suggests that atman is dependent on Brahman to exist but is not Brahman. Dvaita is similar to Visistadvaita in that they both support that the world is not an illusion and both schools personify Brahman to be Vishnu. However Madhava places a larger emphasise on Vishnu, arguing that ultimately liberation is the result of the divine grace of Vishnu alone. All three schools provide a foundation in Hinduism for what is self and the relationship to Brahman. 
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