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ABSTRACT 

This research was stimulated by pastoral concerns regarding the high rate of suicide in the 

South African Hindu community. On the one hand it was found that traumatized individuals 

contemplating suicide were woefully ill-equipped with helpful religious guidelines and on the 

other it is known that the primary and auth01itative scriptures of Hinduism possess a wealth of 

-
information that can promote healing. This work uses the Taittiriya Upani~ad (3.10.5) to address 

this challenge. 

The early Vedic Wiitings are not systematized nor are they fully explicable except through 

commentaiies. This research surveys the early Vedic and Upanisadic Wiitings in order to show 

the literary, social and philosophical conditions under which the texts were produced. The 

Taitti.J.{ya Upanisad is the culminating part of several strands of thought that emerge4 from the 

earlier Taittiriya School. In order to interpret the text of this Upani~ad it was necessary to link its 

key concepts with other Upanisads of tllis period. Further interpretations emerged from later 

Upani~ads. These texts were viewed in the light of several commentators - Shankara (medieval 

period), and Vivekananda, Aurobindo and Radhakrishnan of the Neo-Vedanta movements. 

In the early Vedic period the soul is a metaphysical entity. Upon death it is judged and in 

accordance with its good or bad actions, heavenly rewards or the punishments of hell are meted 

out to it. Heaven and hell are final eschatological goals for the soul in the Vedic pe1iod. 

In the later Vedic or Upanisadic period it is found that heaven and hell are temporary 

eschatological goals. The ultimate goal becomes Liberation which implies the cessation of duality 

-
and the realization of non-duality. Correspondingly the Taittitiya Upani~ad defines the soul in a 

manner in which its components have the potential to achieve tills later goal. Here the soul is a 

formulation of five sheaths : body, vital energy, mind, intellect and bliss with an immortal 

consciousness as its focus. Functioning under the effects of ignorance each sheath binds the soul 
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to suffering and rebiiths either on earth or on other planes (heaven or hell). However, each 

sheath also possesses an intrinsic capacity to liberate the soul from suffering. Tills work explores 

these negative and positive capabilities of the sheaths and points out the path by which the soul's 

divine potential may be realized. The ultimate healing or liberation occurs when the 'focus­

consciousness' of the soul is intuitively realized. This consciousness is one with the universal 

consciOusness. Tiris achievement produces the 'liberated soul' who experiences ecstasy at this 

knowledge of oneness. 

This research also points out that the _Neo-Vedanta movements, wilike their medieval 

counterpa1ts, have a life-affirming and positive social attitude that seeks to draw from ancient 

texts for the puq)Qses ofhealing and social upliftment. 
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PREFACE 

This research was primarily motivated by pastoral concems regarding the high rate of 

suicide and death anxiety prevalent among South Afii.can Hindus. Upon close scrutiny of this 

problem over twenty years it was felt that the persons concerned were woefillly ill-equipped to 

understand their samsaric existence and the immense potential for hope and courage that is to be 

found in the Vedanta. This work explores some solutions to this problem from the perspective of 

the Taittiriya Upanisad. 

It must be stated that this study is the product of au intense and systematic search carried 

out under the abl~ guidance of several teachers. Firstly, I must record my profound appreciation 

to my revered guru, Sri Swami Shivapadananda (1938-1994), the second President of The 

Ramala.i.shna Centre of South Afii.ca for his unfailing guidance and inspni.ng Upani$ad classes 

which I had the p1i.vilege of attending for the last twenty years. These classes served to make 

clear abstruse metaphysical, theological and philosophical points. Without this insight this study 

would have been impossible. Fmthermore, the researcher is a practising Hindu, and the literary 

texts and personal dimensions are so intimately intetwoven that they have merged into an 

inseparable amalgam. This has been a joumey of personal transformation as much as it has been a 

process of literary exploration into ancient texts. 

Over the last three years I received inestimable help, encouragement and intellectual 

stimulation from my supe1visor Professor F. Edwards of the Department of Divinity, Rhodes 

University. I am thankful for her professional guidance at all times. She has been responsible for 

some of my new insights into the ancient texts. 

My interaction with Professor B. P. Gaybba, Head of Depa1tment, Divinity, Rhodes 

University, has been rewarding. He has stimulated me into approaching the texts with the 

necessary academic tools. 
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I should not fail to thank Dr T. Naidoo, Acting Head of Department, Science of Religion, 

University of Durban-Westville, who 'pushed' me into this research. His encomagement is 

appreciated. 

The writer had innumerable opportunities to interview people with suicidal tendencies and 

death anxiety. This was done as part of a larger counselling session. Without these interviews this 

study would not have materialized. 

I am thankful to Miss Amritha Devi Juguth, Secretary of the Ramakrishna Centre of South 

Africa, for her untiring labour ofhaving typed the entire manuscript. 

Swami Saradananda. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction and motivation 

1 Introduction. 

The Hindu is taught by tradition and belief to trace the original source of his religious life to 

the dim prehistoric past of the Vedic age. The Vedas, which comprise a vast body of texts, was 

written over a protracted period by r~is or seers of spiritual truths. These Vedas stand as the primary 

source and supreme authority ofHiudu beliefs. 

The present-day religion, philosophy, ritualistic practices, civic conduct and ~en social 

relations of a Hindu are guided largely by secondary sctiptures (smrtis), that is, mythologies and epic 

literature. Even these secondary sources are based upon the sacred sanction of Vedic authority. 

Manu, the most well known lawgiver of ancient India, has explicitly mentioned that the smrtis should 

be considered as an elaboration ofthe Vedas. It is a recogillzed rule of procedure that whenever there 

seems to be a difference between the Vedas (~ruti) and the smrti literature, the sruti has to be upheld as 

the supreme authority and the smrti has to be interpreted in consonance with that. 

Modem Vedic scholars, both of the East and the West, have made serious endeavours to bring 

out translations and commentaries of these ~ruti texts. While some authors, for example, Vidyaranya 

(2.8.6), have kept to the traditional mode of exegesis and belie£: others, like Vivekananda and 

Radhakrishnan (2.9) have departed fiom this agelong tradition and opened up new vistas of thought. 

The pursuance of both these interpretations have their value. 

One of the major problems facing Hindu theology and philosophy today is whether it is to be 

reduced to a cult (traditional or modem), restricted iu scope and with no application to the present 

realities or whether it is to be made alive and rea~ so as to become what it should be; one of the 
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formative elements in human progress. All signs indicate that the future is bound up with the latter 

alternative (Radha.krisbnan 1990: 64). 

1.1 Setting of the problem. 

The South African Hindu community has been settled in South Africa for the past 134 years 

(1860-1994). Observations indicate that this community has an unusually high rate of death anxiety 

and suicides. Studies (1.2) indicate the following as the community's sources of information on dying 

and death: 

1.1.1 The original group of Indians who came to S.A as indentured labourers were educationally 

disadvantaged. They, however) brought with them a plethora of traditional beliefs gathered from their 

native vi11ages and towns in India. These beliefs include the doctrine of the immortality of the soul as 

well as a knowledge of traditional rituals for funerals. In the early days Hindu scriptures, even in the 

Indian languages, were scarce. The community was more engaged in economic swvival rather than a 

serious quest for material (traditional or sctiptural) on dying and death. 

1.1.2 When scriptures became available there was an emphasis on secondary scriptures. 

Mythological works and epics became popular and in effect they moulded religious belief and conduct. 

It must be pointed out that these secondary scriptures are an extension, amplification and illustra~ion 

of the spiritual truths declared in the primaiy source of the Vedas. With an overemphasis, or 

perhaps all the emphasis, on secondary scriptures and without authorative primary sources at hand 

there developed an unl10listic view of death and dying. Often there were conflicting or widely differing 

views on the subject. 

1.1.3 Owing to the apartheid Jaws India discontinued diplomatic, trade and people-to-people links 

with South Afiica. In effect this meant the non-availability of religious books and audio-visual material 

from India. It also implied that religious leaders and preachers from India could not come to South 
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Africa. Despite these rules there was the rare visit from some lecturer or other. Fortunately, some 

such lecturers were well conversant with primary scriptures and the strands of primary information 

cherished by the community came as a result of such visits. 

1.1.4 South African Indians enjoyed the privilege of going to India while the reverse was not easily 

possible. A few self-sacrificing individuals went to India and after training returned as monastic 

members ofNeo-Vedantic movements to continue religious work in S.A 1bis effort has played a 

positive role in conecting the primary-secondary scripture imbalance. 

1.1.5 Hindus generally enjoyed close social bonds especially in the earlier days when the joint-family 

system was still in vogue. 1bis meant a good attendance at graveyards, crematoria and the succeeding 

days of death rites. Often the family priest or the elder conducting the ceremony would speak on 

death, though much of the discourse would include traditional data rather than primary information. 

1.1.6 Devotional singing at weekly intervals in temples as well as at homes on some auspicious days 

have become common. A nwnber of these songs, usually compositions of saints or bards, have a 

philosophical content regarding life and death. Nevertheless, such songs, however long, could only 

contain the gist of a subject and never a lucid elaboration of a theme. 

1.2 Disparities in eschatological beliefs. 

From the foregoing obsetvations it became evident that the South African Hindu community 

is largely without a holistic view of dying and death. 

This researcher has had innumerable opportunities over the last twenty years to interview 

Hindus regarding their eschatological beliefs (1.1). A major portion of the interviewees included men 

and women with terminal illnesses, people with suicidal tendencies and the aged. 
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In these observations the empirical variables were complex. The community comprises 

four major linguistic groups : Hindi, Gujerati, Tamil and Telegu. The Hindi and Gujerati speaking 

Hindus originally came from North India. Their eschatological beliefs are derived from Sanskrit 

and Hindi sources (e.g. Bhagavad Gita, Puranas and the Ramayana ofTulsidas). The Tamil and 

Telegu speaking Hindus originated fiom the southern parts of fudia and their eschatological 

beliefs are derived from Tamil and Telegu sources (e.g. the songs of the Saiva saints and 

Tyagaraja). Empirical analysis of eschatological beliefs relating to the above groups would indeed 

be extremely complex but a general consensus indicates the following : 

1.2.1 A majority of the people said: "It (death and the hereafter) depends on my karma." By this 

they expressed their belief in fate. Upon elaboration the answers were often a poor explanation of 

karma. Even with this limitation most people expressed a desire to bring the knowledge and 

experience of death into life. 

1.2.2 Another category of people said: "I will leave it to God." While such people did not seem to 

experience an absence of God they were however not clear as to how such a surrender to the Supreme 

worked or was possible. 

1.2.3 Some indicated that they would be going to heaven. From the merits of their good deeds, fasts 

and prayers, they felt that they would secure a place in heaven. The descriptions of 'heaven1 were 

often those depicted in the secondary scriptures. It was their wish to live with their ancestors, and 

perhaps later with their own immediate family, forever in the presence of their deity. 

1.2.4 A small percentage of people (mostly young men) refused to accept death. They claimed an 

interest in the realities of life and not in the notions of metaphysics. They nevertheless expressed a 

wish to know more about expanding their hwnan potential to bring about a life free from suffering. 

1.2.5 Most ofthose coming fromNeo-Vedantic backgrounds said: "I will become one with God." It 

is imperative to mention their belief that they would 1experience1 this state after their (physical) death. 
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They prefened this state to self-preservation. Not a single individua~ either from this group or from 

any of the abovementioned categories, expressed a knowledge of the jivanmukta (one liberated from 

fear and mortality while living). It was therefore impossible for them to aspire for this ideal. 

1.2.6. A few individuals feared a 'bad time' in the hereafter. Their feelings of guilt surfaced and 

they felt that ' a bad past produces a bad future' . 

1.2. 7 The last group confessed ignorance in the matter but mentioned their anxiety to overcome their 

fear of old age and death. 

1.3 Pastoral response to eschatological disparities. 

T11e high rate of death anxiety and suicides have produced a pathological condition within the 

Hindu community. The urgency to address this issue cannot be overstated. 

11lis researcher is of the view that this pathological condition, apart from its debilitating 

socio-economic and political elements, has been precipitated by the lack of a comprehensive view of 

dying and death based on an authorative primary source ofHinduism. The present study seeks to fill 

the existing gaps of knowledge utilizing religio-cultural tools akin to the co.mmllllity's psyche and 

grasp. While this study cannot claim to be a comprehensive work on this aspect of eschatology, it is 

expected, at least, to make one of the many approaches more vivid and hopefully use~ namely the 

understanding of the j[vanmukta. 

Furthermore, expedence has indicated that pastoral guidelines should lean more on the genuine 

needs of the commllllity rather than on unalloyed scriptural technicalities. 
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1.4 Reasons for the selection ofTaittiriya Upani~ad 3.10.5. 

1.4.1 Tait. Up. 3.10.5, belonging to the Taittmya School of the YV, is a primary and authorative 

source of eschatological data in Hinduism 

1.4.2 The text is considered to be the culmination of many attempts at describing the soul and its 

eschatological goals in the Vedic and Upanishadic periods. As such it offers large scope to study 

the evolving soul (jiva) with its aspirations and eschatological destinies as well as its ultimate goal, 

moksa. 

1.4.3 Here we have an opportunity to study the nature of the soul which is a psycho-physical 

combination of five sheaths (pai'icako.Sas): the body, vital energy, mind, intellect and the bliss sheaths 

with the immmtal atman (consciousness) as its divine focus. The sheaths (koSas) may be analysed, 

individually and collectively, so as to locate 'eschatological elements'. Such elements, it is believed, 

when understood and utilized, unlock the soul's potential not only for a better life but also for its 

journey to molqa. 

1.4.4 The text also indicates the state of the jivanmukta. The }ivanmukta ideal is one of the 

fimdameutal conclusions of the Ups. This ideal has immense potential in pastoral work in that it links 

man and God in a most positive and holistic way. The Upanishadic seers indicated that serious 

candidates after this state would be gifted with an irreversible expansion of spiritual awareness 

(karmamukti). 

1.4.5 Since Tait. Up. 3.10.5 is located within the body of the major Tait. Up., a large number of 

commentaries, traditional and academic, have been written on it. This gives wide scope for indepth 

research in this field. 
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1.5 Methodology. 

1.5.1 This study surveys the vast body of Vedic and Upauishadic literature with the view of 

locating Tait. Up. 3.10.5. within its context and showing its significant position in sruti 

literature. 

The major Ups. have different approaches to Truth. These approaches are briefly 

analyzed with the view of showing, by way of comparison, the unique approach employed in the 

Tait. Up. with reference to the paficakosa model and the/tvanmukta ideal. 

TI1e text of the Tait. Up and its fundamental concepts has been commented upon by 

several interpreters. This study seeks to survey the basic concepts and literature produced by 

such individuals, viz. Shankara (medieval period), Ramakrishna-Vivekananda, Aurobindo and 

Radhakrishnan (modem-period). Some modern indologists like Max Milller and Deussen have 

made valuable literary contributions in important areas of this study. Their interpretations, 

wherever necessruy, are also incorporated into this research. 

In approaching the text the researcher is aware, from a long attendance at Upauishadic 

studies lasting nearly twenty years, that students find it extremely difficult to comprehend subtle 

concepts (like /tva and mo!cya ) if the evolution of these concepts are not traced to their earliest 

forms and the literature surrounding this evolution is not analyzed and placed in context. The 

smvey of such literature is a dire necessity and it invariably adds not just a background to the text 

but also lends meaning, directly and indirectly, to the seminal concepts of this study. 

1.5.2 The rudimentary concept of the }iva develops in the early Vedic period. During this 

period the /iva has different eschatological goals which include post-death stages of going to 

other spheres (lokas). This study establishes an understanding of the /iva, its journey to such 

eschatological goals and the nature of these goals as they appear in the early Vedic period. 
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1.5.3 The early concept ofthejiva and its eschatological goals evolve into their final form in the 

later Vedic (Upanishadic) period. Of all the major Ups. the Tait. Up. 3.10.5. gives us a clear 

analysis ofthe ultimate concept ofthejiva and its final goal (molcya). Here thejiva appears as a 

formulation of five sheaths (kosas) with the atman (consciousness) as its focus. Through 

ignorance lodged at each of these five sheaths the /iva is bound to the world (sanzsara) with its 

inherent suffering. Total emancipation lies in understanding these kosas, one by one, and 

ultimately transcending them.. The concluding process is reached by intuitively knowing the 

atnzan. This study then makes a careful analysis of the five sheaths with the intention of showing 

both their capacities viz. , that of bondage and liberation. The )iva 's divine potential is only 

realized when the jiva utilizes these liberating forces for its ultimate emancipation. 

1. 5.4 This research then seeks to understand the concepts of molcya and the jfvanmukta (one 

liberated from sanzsara while living). This aspect of this work points out the benefits of such a 

state which comprises the ideal in Hindu spiritual life. 

1.5.5 In the jtvas ' evolutionary journey from the early Vedic period to the Upanishadic period 

there are certain distinct featmes which may be mapped out. This spectrum of evolution is 

compared to the range of eschatological beliefs held by the modem Hindus in South Africa. This 

process forms a gauge which may be used to compare one' s own evolutionary process with the 

process and ideal laid down in the early sruti texts (6.4). 

1.5.6 The texts of the primary sources and other relevant literature were read in Sanskrit and 

etymological analyses of key words in Sanskrit are utilized (2. 7.3). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literary works : ancient, medieval and modern 

2.1 Hinduism -Early History. 

Hinduism grew and developed in the sharply demarcated Indian sub-continent bounded on 

the north by the world's largest mountain range -the Himalayas, which, with its extension to the 

east and west, divides India from the rest of Asia and the world. The Himalayan barrier, however, 

was at no time an insuperable one, and at every pe1iod both settlers and traders have found their 

way over the high and difficult passes into India, while the inhabitants of India have canied their 

religious beliefs and commercial endeavours beyond her frontiers by the same route. India's 

isolation has never been complete. 

Indian history and culture, at one time, was supposed to begin with the Rg Vedic culture 

and the Aryans in India in the second millenium B. C. 11tis terminus a quo of the study has been 

· pushed up by another milleillum with the discovery of the Indus Valley civilization which dates 

back to 3000 B.C. To the archaeologist this is known as the Harappa culture. Harappa is taken 

from the modem name of the site of one of its two great cities, on the left bank of the Ravi, in the 

Panjab. Mohenjo Daro, the second significant city was on the right bank of the Indus, some 250 

miles from its mouth. 

Several brilliant attempts have been made to piece together the strands of the Harappan 

culture but the e:ff01ts still lack the comprehensiveness desired by the historian. However, from 

existing archaeological evidence we glean that the Harappan culture was theocratic in nature 

(Basham 1954 : 14 ; Puri 1971 : 8). 

The socio-religious aspects in the life of th~ Harappan people are marked by the worship 

of gods and goddesses with some sort of an aristocratic or hierarchic set up. It is proposed by 
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Marshall (in Puri 1971 : 9) that the essential features ofthe Hindu religion, as we know it today, 

were probably present in Mohenjo Daro. If this assumption is correct then it may be said that the 

people of the Indus Valley were the progenitors ofHinduism However, Marshall's view is yet to 

find full acceptance. Archaeological evidence of the Harappan culture, viz. inscriptions on steatite 

seals, on small copper plaques, and on a few pieces of pottery, still baffle scholars, despite 

repeated attempts to decipher them The question relating to the origins of Hinduism in the 

Harappan culture deserves a more thorough examination (Puri 1971 : 9). 

While the Harappan ·culture indicated a high watermark of civilization from the socio­

economic, political and even religious points of view it went through a period of rapid decline 

which perhaps was the outcome of a convergence of causes including acts of nature. The Indus 

floods and attacks by ravaging marauders may have precipitated its end. The fleeing settlers of 

the Indus Valley then lived in scattered villages in the Panjab and Sind. Most historians are of 

the view that without the foregoing information on the Harappan culture any attempt to survey 

the early religious history of India would be inaccurate. 

Among the many people who entered India from about 2000 B.C. was a group ofrehtted 

tribes calling themselves Alyas, a word generally anglicized into Aryans. The Aryan invasion of 

India was not a single concerted action, but one covering centuries and involving many tribes, 

perhaps not all of the same race and language. The incoming Aryans not only fought the local 

village inhabitants ofthe Panjab and Sind but also intermarried with them and remained, largely in 

nomadic fashion, in these areas. There must have been an interfusion ofbeliefs. 

TI1e Aryan priests had perfected a poetic technique, which they used, for the composition 

of hymns that were sung in praise of their gods at sacrifices. These hymns were carefully handed 

down by word of mouth to succeeding generations of Aryans and early in the first millenium B. C. 

were collected and arranged in different forms. These were not committed to writing, but 
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now they were looked on as so sacred that even mmor changes in their texts were not 

permitted, and the priestly schools which preserved them devised the most remarkable and 

effective system of checks and counter checks to ensure their literary purity. 

While it is believed that the art of writing was widely known in India the hymns were 

rarely written, but, the brilliant feats of memory of many generations of brahmins and the sanctity 

which these hymns were thought to possess made them survive through many difficult periods for 

nearly three thousand years (Basham 1954: 30). This collection ofhymns is the Vedas, the most 

sacred of the numerous sacred texts of the Hindus. 

2.2.1 Vedic Literature - A Survey. 

The word 'Veda' literally means knowledge and supreme knowledge too. There are 

certain distinctive features about the use of the word. It does not denote any single book; it 

denotes an entire literature, and a literature which is strikingly extensive from the standpoints of 

chronology, geography, and authorship. The composition of the various texts which constitute 

the Vedas was spread over many centuries and over different localities, and is ascribed to many 

generations of poets, p1iests and philosophers. However, ancient tradition connected with the 

genesis of the Vedas does not warrant the use of such words as 'composition' and 'authorship.' 

For it is traditionally claimed that the Vedas are apauru~eya, that is to say no human agency was 

responsible for their creation (Dandekar 1978: 13). 

For Vivekananda the Vedas did not necessarily mean a set ofbooks or scriptures. They 

meant the accumulated treasury of spiritual laws discovered by different persons at different 

times. Just as the law of gravity existed before its discovery, and would exist if all huma~ty forgot 

it, so it is with the laws that govem the spiritual world. The mora~ ethical and spiritual relations 

between soul and soul and between individual spirits and the father of all spirits, were there before 
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their discovery, and would remain even if we forgot them . .. . The discoverers of these laws were 

called r~is (sages) (CW1 1984 : 6-7). The position of the various r# s associated with the 

'authorship' of the Vedas is restricted to being only the channels through which divine revelations 

were received. Etymologically considered r~i means one who intuitively 'sees' or 'discovers' 

knowledge. Sayanacarya, for instance, states that God created the whole universe ~mt of the 

knowledge of the Vedas (yo vedebhya~ akhi lam )a gat nirnzanze ). This indicates that the Vedic 

knowledge existed even before the manifestation of the universe (Prabhavananda and Manchester 

1969 : 25). 

The claim that the Vedas are apauru~eya (of divine origin) has naturally given rise to 

another claim, that of veda pramanya. This means that the Vedas are free from all limitations and 

deficiencies usually associated with a human agency. 

The Vedas are also called srutis (from sru, to hear) because they were 'heard' or revealed 

to the rsis. The word sruti is also interpreted as ''the rhythm of the infinite heard by the soul" 
, 

(Dandekar 1978 : 13). Sruti also denotes the primary source of Hinduism as compared with 

sm_rtis or secondary sources. 

While the foregoing forms the fundamental understanding of the 'Veda' there is however a 

secondary meaning which is literary in scope. Sayanacarya defines 'Veda' as 'a book which reveals 

the knowledge of supernatural methods (alaukika upaya) for the achievement of the desired 

object and avoidance of the undesirable' (Sharvananda 1936 : 4). 

Vedic literary history is usually divided into four main periods : the sainhita, brahmana, 

arwzyaka and the upani~ad periods. Broadly speaking these periods represent a homogeneity in 

so far as the contents of the above literary collections are concerned. They do not strictly 

represent a chronological development. 
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Reference may also be made of another feature of the Vedas, which is important from the 

point of view of Vedic literary history. Tills concems the emergence, in the course of time, of 

various Vedic sakhas (branches) which have sponsored their own recensions of the different 

Vedic texts. 

2.2.2 The early collection of Vedic texts (Samhi6is). 

When the Vedic Aryans settled in their new homeland and established their dominions, a 

seuse of security and prosperity gradually grew among them. They had ample time for leisure. 

One thing they unde1took to do in this new place of life was to collect, revise, add to, and 

systematically (at least by their standards) atTauge their stray and scattered mantras, which had 

been handed down to them by the early Vedic seers. 

The word 'mantra' denotes, on the one hand, the prayers addressed to the vanous 

divinities of the Vedic religion of the classes withiu the community of the Vedic Aryans, and, on 

the other, the formulas and incantations connected with the non-priestly classes . Mantras also 

signify hymns. It is that which saves one who reflects upon its meaning (Grimes 1989 : 200). 

Most of these mantras were now brought together and two great collections (sainhitiis) 

resulted : the Rg Veda Sa:tiiliita (or the Rg Veda) and the Atharva Veda Sarilhita (or the Atharva 

Veda). Since the word 'sainhitcl means 'collection', it is essential to presuppose a former state of 

stray and scattered mantras. 

Eventually two more collections were also made, the Sarna Veda Sainhita and the Yajur 

Veda Sainhita. These four sahzhitas are commonly referred to as the four Vedas (Dandekar 

1978 : 14). 
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2.3.1 The Rig Veda (Rg V). 

The Rg V of 1028 siiktas (hymns) must have been composed at least between 1500 and 

900 B.C. (Basham 1990 : 7). These hymns, which are made up of varying numbers of mantras 

in the form of rks (metrical stanzas) are distributed in ten books called ma~u;falas. The 

arrangement of the marp;falas, each of varyjng length, was governed mainly by the principle of 

homogeneity of authorship. Among the classes of the Vedic Aryans certain families had aheady 

acquired some measure of socio-religious importance. The mantras, or hymns, which the 

progenitor and the members of any of these families claimed to have 'seen' were collected in the 

book of that family. The nucleus of the Rg V ma?zrfalas two to seven is formed of six such family 

books, which are respectively ascribed to the families of Grtsamada, Vi5vamitra, Vamadeva, Atri, 

Bharadvaja, and Va~istha. The eighth mawfala largely belongs to the Kanvas. The ninth 

mwzrfala is governed by the principle of the homogeneity, not of authorships but of subject 

matter, for all the suktas in this mGJ:zrjala relate to soma (an intoxicating beverage used during 

sacrifi.cial1ites ). The first and tenth ma?Zrfalas each of which has 191 hymns, are miscellaneous 

collections of long and sh01t suktas. 

It must be noted that in the tenth ma~zrjala of the Rg V we find several important 

philosophical hymns : Puru~a SUkta, Nasadiya SUkta and Prajapati Siikta. The famous Gayatn 

Mantra, ascribed to Vi5vamitra, occurs in the third nza?Zrfala. These hymns also have a 

. philosophical content. 

Within a ma~zr;lala, the suktas are arranged according to the subject matter. That_ is to say, 

the siiktas are grouped ac<?ording to the divinities (devatas) to whom they relate, and then these 

divinity groups are arranged in some set order. Within a divinity group, again, the siiktas are 

normally arranged in the descending order of the number of their stanzas. 
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In the whole of the Rg V there are only metrical passages; there is no prose portion. 

Most of the verses are composed in simple metres : three or four lines of eight syllables, with an 

occasional four syllables extra, and four lines of eleven or twelve syllables. However the eighth 

mawfala has a few complicated metres (Raja 1937: 21). Internal literary evidence indicates that 

the second to seventh maw/alas form the oldest substratum of the Rg V; later come the suktas of 

ma~ujalas eight, nine, one, and ten, in that order, though there is overlapping of literary material. 

It is certain, however, from language, style, and content, that many of the siiktas of ma~Jf;lala ten 

were composed centuries later than some ofthose of the earliest books (Basham 1990 : 8). 

Wilson (in Griffith 1976 : vi) is of the view that the hymns of the Rg V, except in their 

rhythm, and in a few rare passages, appear singularly prosaic. He feels that their chief value lies 

not in their fancy-but in their facts, social and religious. Cowell (in Griffith 1976 : vi) states that 

the poetry of the Rg V is singularly deficient in that simplicity and natural pathos or sublimity 

which we naturally look for _in the songs of an earlier period of civilization. The language and 

style of most of the hymns is a1tificial. Occasionally we meet with fine outbursts of poetry, 

especially in the hymns addressed to the dawn, but these are never long sustained and as a rule we 

find grand similies or metaphors. Griffith feels that the worst fault of all in the Rg V is the 

intolerable monotony in a great number of hymns, a monotony which reaches its climax in the 

nin.th mandala which consists mostly of invocations to Soma or the deified Soma beverage. The 

greatest interest of the Rg Vis, in fact, historical rather than poetical (Griffith 1976 :vi). 

Basham, however, contends that though the hymns of the Rg V form the oldest literature 

of India they are in no way archaic or primitive. They were composed according to strict metrical 

schemes by sophisticated priests with alr~ady developed conventions of poetics and a theology 

that, if varied and sometimes apparently self-contradictory, was far removed from the simple 
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worship attributed by some earlier scholars to primitive humans. Basham points out that the 

injust appraisal of the Rg V stems largely from Max MUller, whose ninteenth century standard 

edition of the Rg V was freely used by subsequent scholars (Basham 1990 : 10). 

This study purposely looks into some ofthe literary features of the Rg V. Hindus believe 

that the texts, in terms of style and language, contdbuted not only in the way of being a repository 

of their sacred beliefs but also as a suitable vehicle for the effective oral transmission of these 

si1ktas, from generation to generation. It is beleived that when wdting was unknown, it is evident 

that the Aryan pdest used the 'monotonous' rhythm of these hymns to develop the capacity for 

auditory memory to an amazing degree. 

2.3.2 The Atharva Veda (A V). 

In contrast to the Rg V, the A V is essentially a heterogeneous collection of mantras. A 

distinctive feature of the A V is the many names by which it has been traditionally known. All the 

names are significant, and together give a full idea of the nature, extent, and content of this Veda. 

"Atharva Veda' means 'the Veda ofthe Atharvan'. 01igi.ually the word 'atharvan' meant a 

'fire-priest'. The fire-cult played an important part in the daily lives of the ancient Indians and the 

A V was the regular manual of the fire-priest (Wi.nternitz 1977 : 119-120). 

The name atharvaizgirasah seems to have preceeded AV and is indicative of the dual 

character ofthe Atharvanic magic: the wholesome, auspicious 'white' magic of the Atharvans and 

the tenible, sorcerous, 'black' magic of the Augi.rasas both of which form the chief contents of the 

A V. The later name A V is· merely an abbreviation of the 'Veda of the Atharvans and Allgirasas.' 

The substitution of Bh.J.·gu for Atharvan in the name Bbrgvangirasah is presumably the result of 

the dominant role played by the family of the Bbrgus in a certain period of India's cultural history. 
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Several other names of the A V were also in vogue (Dandekar 1978 : 16 ; Winternitz 1977 : 

120). 

Nine branches of study (shiikiis) of the AV are traditionally known, but the sainhitas of 

only two shaluis, the Saunaka and the Paippalada, have been preserved. 

I 

· The Saunaka Saillh.ita of this Veda has always been in common use. It consists of 730 

suktas divided into twenty kii~zdas (books). About five-sixths of the suktas which are called artha 

siiktas, contain metrical stanzas, whereas the remaining siiktas, which are called paryiiya suktas, 

contain avasiinas (prose-units). 

Unlike the Rg V the anangement in the A V is not governed by consideration either by 

authorship or of subject-matter. Dandekar (1978 : 17) is of the view that the A V shows 

considerable looseness in matters of metre, accent, and grammar, presumably because it was not 

subjected, as the Rg V was, to deliberate revision and redaction. Deussen (1987 : 15) however 

feels that with the passage oftime from the Rg V. to the AV there was metrical negligence which 

was responsible for the loose anangement of the A V not only in terms of its language structure 

but also its contents. For this reason, it is believed that the A V had to struggle long before 

gaining recognition especially among the Vedic bardic families. 

The contents ofthe AV are remarkably diverse in character. There are in this Veda charms 

to counteract diseases and possession by evil spirits (bhai~ajya!J.i). This Veda also gives us an 

account of the type of medicine used during that period. There are also prayers for health and 

long life (ayu~ya1.zi); for happiness and prosperity (pau~{ikiu'!i)· There are also spells pertaining to 

the various kinds of relatiop.ship with women (strikarmiu:zi). Another significant section of this 

Veda contains hymns which concem themselves with matters involving the king (rajakarmaJJ.i), 

and others which are intended for securing harmony in domestic, social, and the political spheres 

(sammanasywzi). 
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As for black magic (rites to produce hostile results), the AV abounds in formulas for 

sorce1y and imprecation, for exorcism and counter-exorcism . 

Polarity may be said to be one of the most striking features of the A V; for side by side 

with the incantations for sorcery and black magic, it contains many valuable theological or 

philosophical hymns which represent the beliefs of the time, more so of the common people. In 

this context we find cosmological hymns which anticipate the Ups. - hymns to Skambha, the 

'Support', who is seen as the first principle which is both the material and efficient cause of the 

Wl.iverse, to Pra~a, the 'breath oflife', to Vac the 'Word', etc. (Zaehner 1982 :vii). 

Winternit~ ( 1977 : 129) draws our attention to the point that the real importance of the 

A V lies in the fact that it is an invaluable source of knowledge of the popular faith in numberless 

spirits, imps, ghosts, and demons of every kind, and of the black magic, so eminently important 

for ethnology and for the hlstmy of religion. It is essential that we see these forces at work in the 

evolution of religion in India especially in the pre-Upanishadic period. 

2.3.3 The Sarna Veda (SV). 

The SV is a collection of mantras prescribed for chanting at various soma sacrifices by the 

udgatr (singer-p1iest) and his assistants. The prima1y meaning of saman is probably 'propitiatory 

song', 'a means for appeasing gods and demons.' The word sciman also occurs in the sense of 

'mildness, soothing words.' In another sense it is rhythmical speech (Winternitz 1977: 168). 

Though called SV, it is not strictly speaking a collection ofsamans (also meaning chants). 

The SV is essentially a derivative production in the sense that most of its mantras are derived 

from the Rg V. 1bree distinct stages may be inferred in the evolution of this Veda. There is a 

specific mantra taken from the Rg V in its original form. This mantra is taken into the SV with a 
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view to its being made the basis of a proper sanzan. The only change that is effected in this 

process concerns the development of the accents for chanting. In this second stage the mantra is 

called samayoni mantra. 

The SV is actually a collection of such samayoni mantras. TI1e total number of mantras 

in this Veda, excluding the repeated ones, is 1549, all ofwhich except 78 are taken from the Rg 

V. A number of these verses are addressed to gods like Agni, Indra and Soma. 

For practical use at the time of rituals the samayoni mantras are transformed into chants 

or 'ritual melodies' called ganas. This is done by such devices as the modification, prolongation, 

and the repetition of the syllables occming in the mantra itself: and the occasional insertion of 

additional syllables known as stobhas. These giinas represent the third and final stage in the 

evolution ofthe SV (Dandekar 1978 : 18). 

These technicalities in the sound modulation of the mantras certainly required skilled 

teachers and competent pupils for their oral transmission. It is difficult to say to what extent the 

mantras have been effectively transmitted. 

In order to see meaning in the SV, Wintemitz (1977 : 169) points out that an etymological 

analyses ofthese mantras is insufficient. One has to be a student ofthe history of music as well. 

2.3.4 The Yajur Veda (YV). 

Yajur Veda is derived from the roots yaj, to sacrifice and vid, to know. This Veda is 

essentially ritualistic in character and in many respects it is regarded as the first regular text book 

on Vedic ritual as a whole. It deals mainly with the duties of the adhvaryu (fire-priest), who is 

responsible for the actual performance of the various sacrificial rites. It may be mentioned at this 
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stage that while the SV represents a very early stage in the history of Indian music, the YV marks 

the beginning of Sanskrit prose. 

Tradition speaks variously of the YV having 86 or 101 sakhas. For our present purpose 

/ 

we may consider only its two main recensions, the ~~na Y ajur Veda and the Sukla Y ajur Veda. 

· Dandekar (1978 : 19) is ofthe view that the difference between these two recensions lies 

not so much in their content as in their arrangement. Griffith (1957 : xix) however, feels that 

owing to a schism among its earliest teachers and their followers, this Veda was divided into 

· two distinct collections and called - probably fi:om the names of the r~is who are respectively 

their reputed compilers - the Taittidya and the Vajasaneya or Vajasaneyi; the former .and o~der 

work being also known by the title ~~na Yajur Veda. The mantras (mostly derived fi:om the Rg 

V) and the yajus (sacrifi.cal formulas in prose) and their exegetical portions (brahmal}as) which 

explain the application ofthe rituals, are mixed up together. This fusion of prayers, rituals and the 

methods of application make many portions of this Veda perplexing, difficult to comprehend. To 

the untrained person interpretation is obscure, dark. Hence the name K!."~a (meaning 'dark'). 
, 
Sukla (meaning 'bright') is the name given to the second division of the YV. Here the texts are 

revised, systematic and clear (Griffith 1957 : xx). The meanings are transparent or 'bright', hence 

sukla. 

For the purpose of this study we shall focus upon the name 'Taittmya' which is variously 

explained. In Vedic mythology there is the legend which narrates how Yajfiavalkya, who had 

developed differences with his teacher Vaisampayana, 'vomited' the Veda which he had learnt 

from his teacher; how, at the instance ofVaisampayana, his other pupils, assuming the form of 

tittiri birds, consumed the 'vomited' Veda; how consequently, the Veda so recovered by the tittiri 

birds was called the Taittiriya Veda; and how finally, Yiijfiavalkya secured from the Sun-god 

I 

another Veda which came to be known as the Sukla or bright YV. It is also suggested that, on 
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account of the interspersion in it of mantras and the Brahmana portion, the K:r~a Yajur Veda 

appears variegated like the tittiri bird. 

Whatever we may read in the above myth it has certainly played a part in interpreting the 

word 'Taittiriya'. For Capra (1983 : 51) "mythical language is much less restricted by logic and 

common sense. It is full of magic and of paradoxical situations, rich in suggestive images and 

never precise, and can thus convey the way in which mystics experience reality much better 

than factual language". Dandekar (1978 : 20) however feels that the most satisfactory 

explanation of ''!'aittiriya' seems to be that of an ancient mystic (r#) called Tittiri who was 

traditionally regarded as the seer ofthis Veda. 

2.4 The Brahmanas. 

It was inevitable that in the Vedic society there should arise distinct classes of priests, 

whose main occupation was to officiate at the various sacrifices in different capacities, such as 

hotr, adhva1yu, udgatr and brahman. It was also inevitable that these priests should produce 

manuals dealing with the different aspects of the theory and practice of sacrifice. These manuals 

are the Brruun~a portion ofthe Vedas (Dandekar 1978 : 22). 

Dasgupta ( 1992 : 13) states that these works are full of dogmatic assertions, fanciful 

symbolism and speculations of an unbounded imagination in the field of sacrificial details. He 

further asserts that the sacrificial ceremon.i,als were probably never so elaborate at the time when 

the early Vedic hymns were composed. When the collection of hymns were being handed down 

from generation to generation the ceremonials became more and more complicated. Thus there 

came about the necessity of the distribution of the different sacrificial functions among several 

distinct classes of priests each, group of which developed a specific way of interpreting the text. 
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Speaking of the Br~as, Macdonell (in Dasgupta 1992 : 13) says that they reflect the 

spirit of an age in which all intellectual· activity is concentrated on the sacrifice, describing its 

ceremonies, discussing its value, speculating on its origin and significance. 

While Dasgupta (1992 : 13) stresses that in the BrilimaJ;laS free speculative th.inking was 

subordinated to the service of the sacrifice, resulting in the production of the most fanciful 

sacramental and symbolic system, unparalleled anywhere but among the Gnostics, Radhakrishnan 

departs from this view and gives a mystical interpretation to the Bra~a texts. For 

Radhakrishnan it is not the mechanical perfonnance of a sacrificial rite (however fanciful) that 

brings about the desired result, but the knowledge of its real meaning. Many of the BrahmaJ;la 

texts are devoted to the exposition of the mystic significance of the various elements of the ritual. 

By means of the sacrificial rites the priest 'sets in motion' the cosmic forces dealt with and 

obtained from them the desired results. Ritualistic religion is subordinate to knowledge 

(Radhakrishnan 1990 : 46). 

In the literary history of Hinduism, the Briihm.a.t;tas are considered vital because they 

represent the earliest attempts to interpret the Vedic mantras. They also mark the beginnings of 

Sanskrit prose. -The Bralunana text preserved many ancient legends and they also contain the 

seeds of the future development of several literary forms and works, and of various branches of 

knowledge. 

Moreover, the Bra:J.un~as contain an exclusive and comprehensive treatment of Vedic 

sacrificial ritual and thus constitute a highly authoritative source of information of perhaps the 

most significant period in the religious history of India. It is the Briihmal}.as which have prepared 

the background for the philosophical aspirations and knowledge ofthe Ups. 
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-
2.5 The Ara~yakas. 

The Brahma1_1as shade off imperceptibly into the A.ra~yakas. Actually there is a kind of 

continuation of the Br~as, textually as well as conceptually. They mark the transition from 

the ritualism of the Brarun~as to the mysticism ofthe Ups. 

-
While, on the one hand, most of the texts of the AraJ;J.yakas form the concluding portion of 

some of the Br3h.:!n~as, on the other hand, some of the Upanishadic texts are either embedded in 

-
or appended to them. The Ar~yakas which are esoteric, seek to present the true mystique of the 

ritual by glorifying the inner, mental sacrifice as against the external, material aspect of it 

(Dandekar 1978 : 26). The inner mental world of the human person is not a static alternative to 

the external one. The Ar~yakas give an esoteric meaning to the Brihm~a rituals. Therefore in 

the Ar~yakas we notice a shift of attention from the external world to the 'inner' world of human 

beings. The AraJ;J.yakas represent tlus transition. 

The study of the Ara:t;J.yakas was traditionally restricted to the solitude of the forest 

(ara~zya). That is why they came to be called Ara~1yakas (forest books). Dasgupta (1992 : 14) 

feels that these works were probably composed for old men who had retired into the forest and 

were thus w1able to perform elaborate sacrifices requiring a multitude of accessories and articles 

which could not be obtained in forests. Radhakrishnan (1990 : 47) however, sees the possibility 

that certain sacred rites were performed in the seclusion of the forests where teachers and pupils 

meditated on the significance of these rites. 

-
Special mention must be made of the fact that the Taittiriya Ar~yaka is a direct 

continuation of the Sa:riJhita and Braruna~a of the Taittmya School. The first six books of the 

Taittmya Ara~yaka supplements the treatment of Vedic rituals in the Saihhita and Brahma:t;J.a. Its 

next three books constitute the Tait. Up., while its tenth and last book is known as the 

MahanariiyaiJ.a Upani~ad. 
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2.6.1 The Upani~ads- A Definition. 

The Ups. are called the Vedanta, as most ofthem constitute the concluding portions of the 

Veda, and also their knowledge represents the aim or goal of the Veda. The Sanskrit word anta, 

like the English 1end1
, may be used to mean both 'terminus' and 1aim1

• 

In the etymological sense the term 'upani~ad' is to sit (sad) close by (upa) devotedly (ni), 

and is indicative of the manner in which the doctiines embodied in the Ups. were learnt at first by 

pupils in small conclaves sitting near their respective teachers. The expression which thus means 

1a session1 came to be applied in the course of time to what was taught at such sessions (Muller 

1975 : ixxx; Madhavan 1952: 55). 

Since the Ups. are regarded as teaching the highest truth, they could be imparted only to 

those who were competent to receive and benefit by them; and such competent pupils could be 

only a few at any given time (Mahadevan 1952 : 55). The seers adopted a certain reticence in 

communicating the truth. They wanted to be satisfied that their pupils were spiritually and not 

carnally minded (Radhakrishnan 1990 : 19). It is for this reason that the Ups. themselves refer to 

their teachings as being 1Secret doct1ines1 (Tait. Up. 1.12.6). Consider also the folloWing verse 

(Sv. Up. 6.22) : 

vediinte paramain guhyam purakalpe pracoditanz 

naprasantaya datavyam naputrayasi~y(iya va punaf:z 

"This highest mystery (also secret) in the Vedanta 
which has been declared in a former age should not 
be given to one whose passions are not subdued nor 
again to one who is not a son or pupil.!' 

Deussen (1987 : 3) also feels that a further reason for the Ups. being referred to as a 

1Secret doctrine1 is that their teachings, when placed in incompetent hands could easily be 
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misinterpreted. The knowledge was held and impa1ted only by competent teachers (gurus) who 

identified the right pupils (si~yas) as worthy recipients of such transcendental wisdom. 

In the medeival period Shankara interprets the expression 'upani~ad' to mean that which 

'destroys' ignorance, or what 'leads' to the highest tmth, brahman - a meaning which may be 

etymologically incorrect, but which, nevextheless, correctly defines the scope and aim ofthe Ups. 

(Mahadevan 1952 : 56). 

The modem N eo-Vedantic movements have given a radically different interpretation to 

the concept of the Ups. Words like 'paramain gu~yam' (supreme secret), used in the above 

passage (Sv. Up. 6.22), take on another dimension. The word 'gu}J.ya' which means 'secret', also 

refers to a 'cave'. Hence another meaning is that these truths are hidden (as in a cave). In all 

probability 'gu!:zya' (secret) is derived from 'guha' (cave). In other words these truths are not 

apparent. As such every effort must be made to make them easily available to all. Vivekananda, 

for example, saw his life's mission as being to bring out the gems of spirituality stored up in these 

books and in the j)OSsession of a few only, hidden, as it were, in the monasteries and forests, and 

from the still more inaccessible chest - the incrustation of centuries of Sanskrit words, and to 

make them the common prope1ty of all (CW3 1979 : 290). 

2.6.2 The Upanisads in the context of Vedic literature. 

Though it is generally believed that the Ups. are usually attached as appendices to the 

Ara~1yakas which are again attached to the Brahmm.1as, yet it cannot be said that their distinction 

as separate treatise is always observed. Thus we find in some instances the subject which we 

should expect to be discussed in a Brahmru.1a are introduced into the A.ral).yakas and some 

-
Ara~l)'aka material are sometimes fused into the great bulk ofthe Ups. Dasgupta (1992: 28-29) 
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therefore feels that these three divisions of the Vedic literature gradually grew up in one process 

of development and were probably regarded as part of one literature in spite of the differences in 

their subject matter. 

There are over two lumdred Ups., including some recent works. The Muktikopani~ad 

gives a traditional list of one hundred and eight Ups., of which ten belong to the Rg V, nineteen to 

, 
the Sukla YV, thirty-two to the K.r~na YV, sixteen to the SV, and thirty-one to the AV; but even 

out of these, many texts are ·called Ups. only by comtesy. Usually thiiteen Ups. are regarded as 

the piincipal Ups. They are traditionally COllllected with one Vedic sakha or the other (Dandekar 

1978 : 2). TI1e BrhadaraJ?.yaka, Chandogya, Taittiriya, Aitareya, Kausitaki and Kena Ups. , from 

their litera1y structure and characteristics, as well as from their contents, are quite certainly 

assigned to an earlier chronological group of Ups. 

· . 2.6.3 Some characteristics of the Upanisads. · 

If we survey the Ups. as a whole there are certain characteristic features which eme~ge. 

Hume feels that they discuss a variety of philosophical doctrines, a number of which are not in 

the same stage of development. The heterogeneity and unordered arrangement and even apparent 

contradictions of the mate1ial make it difficult, indeed impossible, to set forth a systematic 

exposition of a single system ofphilosophy (Hume 1991 : 70). 

Prabhavananda and Manchester (1969 : 40) however feel that the concepts in the Ups. 

may be linked into an essential homogeneity. They point out that there is a distribution of 

emphasis of different concepts in different Ups. They further state that one Up. may emphasise 

certain ideas, or a certain view, more than the rest, or may specialise as it were in a particular 

topic; but such distinctions are accidental, and never important. The partitions between the Ups. 

might therefore, for all practical purposes, be completely done away with. 
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Another important feature of the Ups. is that then: authors were essentially mystics and the 

style, symbolism and imagery that they employed in writing the Ups. comprise a language typical 

of the early mystics. The mystic as a rule, cannot wholly do without symbols and images, 

inadequate to their vision though they must always be. The mystic1s experience of the 

transcendent reality must be expressed if it is to be communicated. However, mystics claim that 

such experiences are inexpressible except in some indirect way. Something or some hint or a 

parallel is necessary to stimulate the dormant intuition of the reader in order to enable him or her 

to get a glimpse ofwhat is beyond the senses (Underhill 1974 : 79). 

The mystic authors of the Ups. were concerned with reporting insights which came to 

them intuitively and not with making these insights superficially coherent. They were not builders 

of theological or philosophical systems but recorders of experience. One must be prepared 

therefore, for apparent inconsistency. The authors may initiate a concept, become temporarily 

absorbed in another idea, and often revert to the original concept. Nowhere must we expect to 

find the whole truth gathered together once for all in an easy, triumphant, conscious formulation 

(Prabhavananda and Manchester 1969 .: 40). Homogeneity in developing a concept to its 

ultimate end can only come by skilfully drawing the many relevant strands together and then 

assembling them in a coherent formulation keeping in mind the spirit of the Ups. 

2.6.4 The Taittiriya Upanisad. 

The Tait. Up. occupies an important place in the corpus ofVedic literature. It is a part of 

the YV. This Veda has been handed down to us, generation after generation, in two recensions : 

the Taitti.riya and the Vajasaneyl. The Taittiriya recension is the older and more important of the 

two. It contains a Samhita, a Brilim~a and an Ara.I}yaka. The seventh, eighth and ninth chapters 

of the Taittirlya Ara.J:?.yaka constitute this Up.; and these chapters are respectively known under 
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the titles Sik~avalli, Auandavalli, and Bhrguvalli. The Siksavalli deals with phonetics and 

pronWlciation. The Anandavalli and Bhrguvalli deal with the knowledge of the ultimate Reality 

(brahman). 

The Bhrguvani unfolds a scene in which the son Bh.rgu approaches his father Vafll1:la time 

and again in quest of the highest tmth (brahmavidyii). The father, who is a r~i imparts to Bhrgu 

the knowledge of the soul (jiva) which is made up of five sheaths (paiicakosas) with the atman 

(consciousness) as its divine focus. 

Since the teacher-pupil (guru-si~ya) relationship forms an important element of the 

Upanishadic literature, as it indeed does in the Bh.rguvalli, it would be useful to focus upon its 

essential features. 

The Ups. themselves declare, "Approach the teacher with humility and a desire to serve." 

(Mun. Up. 1.2.12). We also leam, "To many it is not given to hear ofthe iitman. Many though 

they hear of it, do not understand it. Blessed is he who, taught by a good teacher, is able to 

understand it." (Ka. Up. 1.2.7). 

The fimction of the guru (or a knower of brahman), as Hinduism views it, is twofold. 

The guru should explain the scriptures, the spirit as well as the letter; but what is more imp01tant 

still, he teaches by his life - by his little daily acts, by his casual words, sometimes even by his 

silence. To be near him, to serve and obey him in humility and reverence is to become quickened 

in spirit. The teacher-pupil relationsrup is not just a mechanism to inform the intellect of the pupil. 

It must purify and enrich the soul on its journey to molcya (Prabhavananda and Manchester 1969: 

29). For R.adhakrishnan (1991 : 20) there is a certain core of certainty possessed by the teacher 

which is essentially incommunicable except by a certain way of life. The attitude embodied in this 

teacher-pupil relationship is indeed an intrinsic pa1t of the knowledge itself 
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This study should not fail to point out that the status of the guru was not the monopoly of 

men alone. Women also held this role in the Vedic society and this tradition has continued even 

to the present day. Some women seers like Lopamudra, Vi8waviini and Ghosha composed hymns 

that form an integral part of the Vedic canon (Altekar 1982 : 26). 

In Sanskrit there are at least five words to denote a teacher or a master. They are 

acharya, upadhyaya , guru, purohita and dlkshita. Each of these five words indicates a different 

type of relationship between the student and the teacher. The last two of the five words 

mentioned above, viz. the purohita and the dikshita denote persons who help and guide devotees 

willie they perforn Vedic 1ites, ceremonies and sacrifices. Similarly the first two are said to be 

those who are qualified to teach the scriptures. An acharya is one who teaches all the four Vedas 

and who is qualified to initiate his pupils into the secret teachings of the scriptures. He is not 

permitted to receive any renumeration fi:om his pupils. He therefore has no self-interest in 

teaching. An upadhyiiya, on the other hand, is that teacher who is qualified to teach a part of the 

Vedas or the vedangas in retum for some payment in cash or kind. 

From the above definitions it can be seen that the guru is a different individual other than 

the above four. The main qualification to become a guru is the ability to remove the darkness -

both intellectual and spiritual - from the pupils' minds. To become a guru in the real sense the 

individual should have transcended his or her physica~ vital and mental sheaths and be operating 

from the pmified vijnanamayakosa or the subtler anandamayakosa. It is to such a selfless guru 

that a pupil is asked to sacrifice his all (Shubhanarayanan 1975 : 36-3 7) (6.5). 
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2. 7.1 Sanskrit : a vehicle for the transmission of religious concepts. 

Hindus have always claimed a divine origin for the Sanskrit language. The Vedic chanters 

and grammarians, who upheld the doctrine of absolute monism, in dealing with the nature of 

words ultimately discovered brahman as the essence ofvac (speech). 

To the Vedic r~is words were not mere sounds as they ordinarily seem to be. They have 

a subtle and intellectual form within. The grammarians proceeded still further, and on minute 

examination of the intemal phenomena of words grasped the remotest form of sound (Sabda 

brahman), i.e. the etemal verbun1, the original indivisible sound, which manifests outwardly and at 

the gross level by letters and words. We are told that it requires a good deal of spiritual insight to 

have a glimpse of this sabda brahman (Chakravati 1978 : 324-325). The entire Vedic literature 

is considered sacred on the foregoing account. 

2.7.2 Problems with oral transmission. 

Originally Vedic texts were not committed to writing. By a process of oral transmission 

brahmins handed them down from generation to generation. This painstaking process had to be 

done with scrupulous accuracy. It would be unwise to state that the intensity of this accuracy was 

sustained considering the constant movement of the Vedic Aryans and the appearance of invading 

tribes into the whole of Northem India. Researchers looking at this situation identify two major 

problems. The first being defects in oral transmission and the second, which is not less serious, is 

that Sanskrit wasnot a static language; even key words took on new concepts with the passage of 

time. 

While the brahmins placed immense stress on the correct pronunciation of words it is 

difficult to say if the lengthy pe1iod of oral transmission is error-free. Consider, for example, the 
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following important words of this study - their closeness in pronunciation and difference in 

meaning: 

brahman - the absolute 

brahma - name ofthe creator God 

brahmin - a member of the priestly order (also brahmana ) 

briihmana - a Vedic text 

It certainly reqrures some training m Vedic Sanskrit to identifY and distinguish the 

differences in such cognate words and even solecisms in Vedic texts. 

However, from empirical data Basham contends the view that there were many defects in 

oral transmission. He points out that European scholars as early as 1780 persuaded brahmins in 

Calcutta to divulge the oldest of these texts, the Rg V. It was done with immense difficulty on 

account of orthodox rules not permitting such a divulgence to foreigners. But once the text was 

made public other brahmins from other paxts of the country followed them. When versions had 

been collected from various parts of the countxy it was found, to the great surprise of scholars, 

that the text as transmitted in Kashmir was scarcely different from that transmitted in Tamil Nadu. 

The Rg V had been passed on orally for nearly three thousand years, with hardly an error. The 

study also obsef\Led that the briihmins who had memorized it had only the vaguest notion of its 

meaning, because its language is so archaic that it is almost unintelligible to one unacquainted 

with Vedic Sanskrit (Bashafi?. 1990 : 7). A number of other Vedic texts had gone through a 

similar process. Some texts, it is believed, were obviously lost. 
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2.7.3 Some difficulties with Sanskrit etymology. 

One of the most important, though much neglected, branches of technical literature in 

Sanskrit is lexicography. Sanskrit lexical literature is so vast, and the published works so few, 

that a student of etymology, especially one who wishes to study the evolution of words and solely 

.fron:i Sanskrit lexicons, can hardly gather sufficient knowledge of the history of words from the 

material now available (Patkar 1978 : 326). 

While the Vedic texts contain some elements of etymology it is evident that scholars even 

in the pre-Christian era had difficulty in interpreting words. The earliest gloss on the Rg V, the 

Niruk:ta of Yaska, generally dated in the sixth century B.C., shows that even then there were 

doubts about the meaning of many words. The much used standard commentary of Sayana, 

written in the fourteenth centwy, shows that much of the original meaning had been forgotten 

(Basham 1990: 9) (1.5.6). 

Vedic etymology has always been supplemented by Sanskrit grammar. A combination of 

these two linguistic tools led to many clues as to the origin and meaning of many words. While 

this study would not venture into such a linguistic study it would be useful to mention one 

impo1tant source of Sanskrit grammar. 

The earliest extant systematic treatment of grammar is Pru;llni's A~tadhyayi which contains 

3,995 sutras (formuli) on grammar. Historical sources indicate that Piit;Uni lived in the fifth 

century B.C. This date places him at a crucial point in the history of Sanskrit literature. There 

were, however grammarians before PaJ;lini. He mentions by name many of his predecessors and 

hints at the existence of many more. Thus he testifies to considerable grammatical activity having 

taken place before him Piit;Uni deals with both Vedic Sanskrit grammar and later Sanskrit 

(classical) grammar. His emphasis is however on the latter. Large numbers of scholars, 
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ancient and mod_em, have drawn various types ofword meanings from PID;llni (Vrat 1978: 312). 

To the above sources of Sanskrit etymology it would be unjust to leave out the 

monumental research conducted by some modem philologists like Max Mtiller. With uncommon 

labour these researchers have given us useful insights into some of the fundamental words 

occU:riug in the Vedic texts. 

Let us look at the evolution of some words appearing within the ambit of this study : 

brahman : 'brahman' meant originally the hymns, sacrificial addresses and incantations 

of the Vedas and, further, the mystical power latent in them, but it was 

finally taken among the brCihmins who respected the Vedic rituals,. as the 

usual term for the fundamental principle of the universe. The word in time 

at man 

· lost its original meaning and in the Upanishadic period became a technical 

term used only for the Absolute (Nakamura 1990 : 105). 

This word requires some close examination. It is next in importance to 

brahman only, and the two together may be called the main pillars on 

which rests nearly the whole of the edifice ofHindu theology and Indian 

philosophy. The etymology of atman is somewhat obscure. Mtiller is of 

the opinion that it belongs to a pre-Sanskritic, though Aryan, stratum of 

Indian speech. 

In the early Vedic texts atman originally meant 'breath'. Later it was 

employed dedvatively in the sense of 'vital force', and further became a 

word meaning 'one's self'. In the Upanishadic context it generally 

means the immortal consciousness which is the substratum of the 
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individual and is identical with brahman (Miiller 1971 : 70; Nakamura 

1990 : 105). 

A survey of Sanskrit etymology also indicates words with suggested mearungs 

(vyaizgyiirtha). This is specially relevant with regard to the Absolute. Words like brahman and 

atnzan are not bound to concepts alone. They are meant to transcend concepts. In fact they are 

only suggestive of an indescribable Absolute. 

The writers of the Vedic literature utilized words in three fundamental ways: 

nzukbyartha - words with primary meaning. 

lak.Jyiirthq. - words with secondary meaning. 

vyaizgyartha - words with suggested meaning. In this type of meaning, the primary 

meaning stands as a stepping stone to it. The primary meaning suggests, 

or hints to the mind what the meaning is, but this meaning is not 

necessarily related or connected to the primary meaning. For example, by 

saying that the hermitage is in the Ganges (in the seventh case ending 

gangayam go~af:l.), the idea is to convey that it is cool and holy (Grimes 

1989: 405). The Upanishadic writers are thus fond of the vyahgyartha 

style. 

The foregoing information on the various elements of Sanskrit constitute relevant points 

for the critical examination of Sanskrit literature. 
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2.8 The Relevance of Shankara. 

Shankara (788-820 A.D.) belonged to the unbroken line of Vedic monks (sannyiisins). 

After training from his guru, the erudite Govindapada, be spent the remaining part of his brief life 

iu intense literary and missionary activities. These activities appear at a significant period in 

Hindu history and may be categorised as having three fundamental values : historical, literary and 

philosophical. 

Shankara's historical value lies in the fact that he emerged at a time when Buddhism was 

still flourishing in India and Hinduism was on the decline. The survival of Hinduism depended, at 

least from a literary point ofview, on the recapturing of the original Vedic and Upanishadic texts 

which were either being lost or diluted under the influence ofBuddbism and other religious cults . 

Shankara's literary abilities were amazing. He wrote elaborate commentaries on the major 

Ups., the Brahmasutras and the Bhagavad Gita which constitute the three main literary pillars of 

Hinduism (prasthana trayi). Apart from this he also produced a number of guide-books, 

both in prose and poetry, for a clearer understanding of his seminal doctrine, viz. that of non­

dualism (Advaita). 

Shankara's literary works are characterized by an unflinching logic which leads him to the 

supra-rational (~d not to the irrational). He commences his argument with the notion that the 

essence of reality must be its absoluteness. Reality must remain ever the same, unconditioned by 

time, space and causality. It follows from such an argument that the human intellect, conditioned 

and va1ied as it is, has not the remotest chance of ever comprehending it in its entirety. Hence 

intuitive revelation is the only source ofknowledge regarding the ultimate Reality of the universe. 

Yet, Shankara fully appreciates the value of reasoning in an inquiry into the nature ofReality. He 

says that in matters ofphilosophical inquiry, unlike discussions on dharma (duty), perception, 
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inference and other human levels of evidence are as indispensable as the sruti. Only such 

arguments are to be tolerated as are not independent of the sruti but supplement it. Not for a 

moment, however varied the interpretations may be, does Shankara depart from being loyal to the 

primary texts (sruti) (Bhattacharya 1953 : 237 ). 

As one of the most important medieval commentators on primary Hindu texts Shankara's 

views or findings can be summarized as follows (Bhattacharya 1953 : 243) : 

2. 8.1 Knowledge or consciousness-absolute is the supreme Reality and is called brahman. It is 

one, indivisible, without a second, having in itself no differences (bheda). 

2.8.2 Thejfva is essentially the same as brahman and it is therefore self-illumined, unlimited, and 

ever free. Its limitations and all its consequent effects are due to upadhis or conditions which are 

created by ignorance ( avidya) and as such are unreal. On the elimination of upiidhis; the apparent 

duality at once ceases, and the )Tva no longer retains a separate identity. The sense of ego­

consciousness is bondage, that of universality is freedom. To be brahman is not the extinction of 

the individua~ rather it is an expansion of individual awareness into the infinitude of brahman. 

The }Tva is always brahman. During bondage the upiidhis screen the truth; in the state of freedom 

(jTvanmukta) this truth shines forth as brahman- as what it always is; nothing new happens. 

2.8.3 Brahman simply appears as the world (includingjlVas as well) through avidyii The world 

has a phenomenal reality but no reality of its own. Avidya too is no entity separate from 

brahman, but is indefinable and relatively real. From the standpoint of the Absolute it does not 

exist. 

2.8.4 Molcya is attained by the knowledge (jPiana) of the absolute identity of the )Tva and 

brahman (tat tvam asi). Mok~a is nothing but the realization of this identity. Such a realization is 

possible even in this body, that is, even while living (jlvanmukta) 
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2.8.5 Eternal bliss (or brahman-consciousness) can never be a result of work. The Advaita holds 

thatjnmw is the only means to realize the atman. As mo!cya is the very nature of the atman, it is 

not an experience which is to be brought about through work (karma). What stands in the way of 

realizjng molcya is nescience. Knowledge (jficma) alone can remove this impediment. The path of 

knowledge consists of hearing (i.e. study, sarvana ), reflection (manana), and meditation 

(nididhyasana). The ascertainment of knowledge of the non-difference of the individual soul 

(/iva) from brahman, with the aid of the mahaviikyas like 'That thou art' (tat tvam asi) is 

sravana. To understand through reasoning that the meaning of this teaching has every possibility 

to be realized is manana. When by sravana and manana the mind has gained conviction, it dwells 

constantly on the non-dual atman. This is nididhyiisana. 

In Shankara's Advaita, jfiana is the only means to realize the iitman. Selfless work 

(karma), devotion (bhakti) and contemplation (yoga) are not direct means for the ultimate 

realization. They only assist in the development ofjfiana. Hence they can only be regarded as 

supplementary practices in the journey to mo/cya ( Br. Up. 2.4.5 ; Shankara on Br. Up. 2.4.5). 

2.8.6 Shankara wrote an elaborate commentary on the Tait. Up . The above formulation ofhis 

seminal concepts appear in one way or the other in his interpretation of these texts as they indeed 

appear throughout his commentaties on the other Ups. and his other works. However, . the 

application of Shankara's fundamental concepts to the paficakosa model has certainly illumined 

many dark areas of exploration and strengthened the overall position of the Advaita as this study 

indicates. Besides approaching the paFicakosas and the jTvanmukta from the viewpoint of the 

sruti texts Shankara also expounds these subjects in his Vivekachudam~ (Crest Jewel of 

Discrimination). 

Shankara established monasteries and trained monks for the furtherance of his mission. 

Over the years several eminent monastic members of the Shankara Order wrote learned 
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commentaries on Shankar a's works. · Of significance is Vidyaranya ( 13 77-13 86) whose 

philosophical treatise, the Pafichadasi, has become well known as an Advaita Vedantic text 

incorporating discussions on the paficakosas and the atman-brahman relationship (1). 

Shankara's monastic institutions influenced Hindu thought for a protracted perio4 -

between the eighth and seventeenth centuries, until the emergence ofNeo-Vedanta which made 

some changes in his teachings. However Shankara's philosophy continues to influence modern 

Hinduism in some way or the other. 

2.9 Modern interpreters and translators. 

The scientific study ofindian literature statts from 1761 when India suffered a political 

defeat at the hands of the British. Warren Hastings, the then Governor-general of India, found it 

necessary for purposes of administration to study the old Indian law books. In 1785 Charles 

Wilkins published an English translation of the Bhagavad Gita and William Jones worked on 

several translations including that of Sanskrit drama. Thus the above English scholars were 

naturally the firsf to make Europe acquainted with the religious literature of India. Thereafter 

Gennan scholars took the lead. Fredrich Schlegel's, The Language and Wisdom of the Indians 

(1808) generated the initial· interest among German scholars. August Wilhelm von Schlegel 

became the first German professor of Sanskrit in 1818 in Bonn. He edited the Bhagavad Gita in 

1823 (Radhakrishnan 1940: 247). 

While these literary activities were gaining ground and a new avenue of literary expression 

was being unfolded, Hinduism itself was beginning to experience a regeneration. With the 

appearance ofRammohan Roy (1772-1833) there followed a long line ofsocia~ cultural, religious 

and political leaders, men and women of thought and action, who were constantly reinterpreting 
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the Vedic and Upanishadic texts to meet the challenges of contemporary issues. Their spirit of 

work and literary output may best be captured in Radbakrishnan's (1990 : 145) words: 

"Loyalty to our particular tradition means not only concord 
with the past but alsofreedomfrom the past. The living 
past should serve as a great inspiration and support for the 
future. Tradition is not a rigid, hide-boundframework 
which cripples the life of the spirit and requires us to revert 
to a period that is now past and beyond recall. It is not a 
mem01y of the past but a constant abiding of the living 
Spirit. It is a living stream of spiritual life." 

Noted among these modem iuteqJreters are Ramakrishna, Vivekanauda, and Aurobiudo. 

With the exception of Ramakrishna the others have voluminous literary works to their credit. 

2.9.1 Ramakrishna-Vivekananda and the development ofNeo-Vedanta. 

With the coming of Sri Ramalaishna, (1836-1886) and Swami Vivekananda (1863- 1902) 

we see the emergence of the Neo-Vedanta movement. By Neo-Vedanta is meant the new 

Vedanta as distinguished fiom the old traditional Vedanta developed by Shankara. 

The gems of N eo-Vedanta, as also the rationale and beginning of its practical application, 

are to be found in the life and teachings of Ramakrishna. It was left to his disciple, Vivekananda, 

to develop them into the philosophy of Neo-Vedanta and lay the foundations of practical 

Vedanta. For Chatteijee (1963 : 260 ), 'We do not deny that the fundamental principles on which 

Neo-Vedanta and its practical application rest may be traced to the Vedas and the Upanisads. 

But it was Sii Ramakrishna who demonstrated and synthesized them through his manifold 

spiJ:itual expe1ience." The mystical and intuitive expeiiences recorded in the Vedas and Ups. were 

reauthenticated and given a new focus in the life of Ramakrishna. However , while Ramakrishna 

did not leave behind any literary legacy, Vivekananda was an accomplished orator and prolific 
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Wiiter. His speeches, literary works, letters and poems form eight substantial volumes of 

Complete Works . For Nivedita these volumes represent "what is not only a gospel to the world at 

large, but also to its own children, the Cha1ter ofthe Hindu Faith. What Hinduism needed, amidst 

the general integration of the modem era, was a rock where she could lie at anchor, an 

· autho1itative utterance in which she might recognize herself And this was given to her, in these 

words and writings of Swami Vivekananda (CWl 1984 : ix ). 

The Neo-Vedanta is also Advaita (non-dualism) in as much as it holds that brahman, the 

ultimate reality, is one without a second. But as distinguished from the traditional Advaita of 

Shankara, it is a synthetic Vedanta which reconciles several theories of reality (Chatterjee 1963: 

260 ) . Nivedita states ,"It must never be forgotten that it was the Swami Vivekananda who, 

while proclaiming the sovereignty of the Advaita Philosophy, as including that experience in 

which all is one, without a second, also added to Hinduism the doctrine that Dvaita (dualism), 

Vishisht Advaita (qualified non-dualism), and Advaita (monism) are but three phases or stages in 

a single development, ofwhich the last-named constitutes the goal" ( CWI 1984 : xv ). 

According to Shankara's Advaita, the world is a false appearance (mithya) 

projected by mii:yii on the one hand, and perceived by us on the other, on account of our 

ignorance (avidyii). This ignorance is a natural principle (bhava-rupa) in so far as it conceals the 

reality of brahman fi:om ow· view (avara~za) and constructs, instead the appearance of a world of 

many objects (vilcyepa). Therefore the world has no place in brahman, the absolute Reality; it is 

not a part, aspect or manifestation of brahman, though it apparently exists and is sustained by 

brahman. It does not exist anywhere except in brahman - not, however as a quality, adjective or 

appearance of brahman. The relation between brahman and the world is neither positive nor 

negative, but only apparent and, therefore strictly speaking, no relation at all. However the 

world has an empirical existence in so far as it is perceived by us. It has also an objective 
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existence inasmuch as it exists out there and is not like a fiction or subjective fancy of our mind, 

although it cannot be called real in the same sense in which the eternal and absolute brahman is 

real. While brahman is present eve1ywhere in the world, we in our ignorance fail to see the one 

omnipresent brahman. Through ignorance we see diversity, names and forms (nama-rupa), a 

world of many gross and subtle objects, bodies and minds exist as a matter of fact and is 

perceived by us. Therefore it cannot be called unreal in the sense of being mere negation or 

nothing or a void. At the sa~e time being impermanent and under the force of constant change, it 

is rejected by brahman and cannot be called real either. Strictly speaking the world never exists 

in brahman and never will. This comprises the metaphysical status of the world in Shankara 's 

Advaita. 

Moving onto the soul (jlva) Shankara says that the atman is identical with brahman. 

Individuals are apparently composed of the paficakosas. But these paikakosas, like every other 

material object, are merely an illusory appearance perceived under the influence of ignorance. 

When the individual perceives that the paFicakosas are illuso1y, the reality that remains is· the 

atman which is nothing other than brahman. 

The soul (JTva) appears as the limited, finite self on account of its association and 

identification with the body, gross and subtle, which is a product of ignorance. When through the 

influence ofbeginningless ignorance, this appears, the soul is in bondage (sainsara). In this state 

it forgets that it is really brahman. It behaves like a finite, limited, miserable being which enjoys 

transito1y worldly objects; it is pleased to get them and depressed to lose them. It identifies itself 

with the finite paficakosas and thinks of itself as the ego (ahaizkiira). This limited ego of the 

pai"icakosas has a fragmentary nature which opposes itself to the rest of existence and more 

importantly towards the all-pervading brahman. Shankara sees in this arrangement of 

fragmentation the causes of all conflict between man and man. 
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In contrast to the above traditional view of Shan.kara we shall now consider the later 

developments that occur in Neo-Vedanta which is represented by Ramakrishna and Vivekananda, 

Aurobindo and Radhakrishnan, etc. Chatterjee (1963 : 265 ) records the formation of Neo-

Vedanta as follows: 

"We shall see that the main outline of this new Vedanta was 
drawn by Sri Ramakrishna and it was Swami Vivekananda 
who filled it in with elaborate reasoning so as to work up 
a philosophy proper. It has been very aptly said that 
Swami Vivekananda is a commentary on Sri Ramakrishna. 
But the commentator with his giant intellect and profound 
understanding made such a distinctive contribution that 
his commentary becomes itself a philosophy, just as 
Shankara 's commentmy on the Vedanta- Siitras 
(Brahma Sutras) is by itself a philosophy. " 

Ramakrishna approached Reality along numerous paths (including that of Islam and 

Christianity) and had vaiied spuitual experiences. He discovered that though these experiences 

differ in thei.J.· specific forms and characters, yet they all relate to the same Reality and reveal only 

different forms and aspects of it. These expeiiences being equally direct and genuine, he was 

convi.aced that reality has many aspects, forms and characters, and also that in one aspect it is 

formless and characterless, beyond description and any human comprehension. This is an 

experimental verification of the truth expressed in the Rg V ( 1.164. 64) : "Truth is one, sages call 

it by various names". Ramakrishna lived in an age in which India and the world was tom by 

conflicts of ideologies and doctrines, theologies and philosophies, and the relation between any 

two religious sects or communities was embittered by intolerance, jealousy and contempt of each 

other. The Neo-Vedanta that he propounded was a serious endeavour to end these conflicts and 

to pave the way for inter-sect and inter-religious dialogue and reconciliation. 

Firstly, Ramakrishna teaches that brahman and its power (sakti) are not two different 

realities unrelated to each other, nor are they different realities or existences inseparably related to 
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each other as substance and quality. TI1ey are only two aspects of the same reality or two states 

of the same thing and, therefore, non-different (abheda). Just as the same serpent sometimes 

crawls and sometimes remains motionless so the same reality when motionless is called brahman 

and when moving (i.e. creating, preserving and destroying the worlds or lokas) is sakti. Tius 

implies that brahman or the Absolute in one aspect is indeterminate and an impersonal Being 

(nirgu~za brahman) as the Advaita of Shankara holds, and in another is determinate and a personal 

God (sagwza brahman) as affirmed by the dualist schools. It implies also that the personal Gods 

(devas or incarnations) are not an illusory appearance or a lower form of brahman, the Absolute 

whlch is really indeterminate and qualityless, but only appears as determinate and qualified when 

associated with maya (or perceived through ignorance or avidyii). 

Secondly, in keeping with the different approaches to the one Reality, Ramakrishna taught 

that the same brahman, nameless and formless, is the God of the philosopher (jfiaizi) as much as 

the atman or pure self is the God of the yogi or the Personal God is there for the bhakta or the 

individual with a devotional temperament. Just as the same water of the ocean is congealed into 

the form of ice by extreme cold and is dissolved into formless water by the heat of the SW1, so 

Reality has two interconnected aspects : it takes on form and shape for the devotee and is 

formless and nameless (impersonal) for the jtiani and yogi Tills means that the absolute Reality 

may be formless or it may have fmms, so that the worship of the forms of God has not less value 

and validity than the worslllp of the fmmless brahman. 

Tlllrdly, Ramakrishna speaks of the seven psychic centres in the human body and the seven 

levels of consciousness connected with them. Here he teaches that when the mind rises to the 

sixth !eve~ we have the e>..'})eiience of the forms of God, but when it comes up to the seventh 

!eve~ it is absorbed in nirvikalpa samadhi transcending the level of names and forms. It is a state 
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of pure consciousness in which brahman as existence-consciousness-bliss (sat-cit-arwnda) is 

completely unified with sakti or the divine power and nothing physical or mental exists. This 

implies that the individual perceives different revelations of reality from different levels of 

experience and that at the highest level there is a 'dissolution' of the whole world of objects in 

one universal consciousness. 

Ramakrishna further points out that this universal consciousness (brahman) has become 

all this (pralqiti - including the patzcakosas). Just as we leave behind us all the steps of a stair­

case in order to mount the roof of a building and, on reaching it, find that the entire stair-case is 

built ofthe same mate1ial as the roof is made of, so we realize brahman by following the negative 

path of withdrawal from the world (neti-neti), but on realization find that brahman is present 

everywhere in the world (as also in the paticakosas ). So the negation of the world for 

Ramakrishna, is only an incomplete process. Its process must be completed and the ultimate 

realization related to the world. The affirmation, in the light of the ultimate realization, is that the 

world is divine. For Vivekananda (1992 : 132 ) "Vedanta does not in reality denounce the world. 

The ideal of renunciation nowhere attains such a height as in the teachings of the Vedanta. But at 

the same time, dry suicidal advice is not intended; it really means deification of the world - giving 

up the world as we think of it, as we know it, as it appears to us - and to know what it really is. 

DeifY it; it is God alone." In support of this Vivekananda quotes the sruti text : ''Whatever 

exists in this universe is to be covered with the Lord" (Isii Up. 1). It may be concluded that in 

this school ofNeo-Vedanta, the world of objects is not totally negated in brahman . It is not as in 

Shaukara's Advaita it is, that brahman alone is real and the world is false or illusory, but that in a 

sense the world also is real (Chatteijee 1963 : 269). Vivekananda affirms the world from the 

position of the divine : "This Absolute has become the universe by coming through space, time 
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and causation. Time, space and causation are like the glass through which the Absolute is seen; 

and when It is seen on the lower side It appears as the universe." (Vivekananda 1992: 108). 

Apart from different interpretations of some sruti texts the journey from Shankara' s 

Advaita to the N eo-Vedanta of Ramakrishna-Vivekananda is indeed a movement from a life 

where individual salvation was paramount to a life-affirming ideal in which the concerns of the 

world were real. This shift in interpretation has had tremendous effects in relation to the spiritual 

quest of the Hindus. Under this new interpretation the paficakosas, the fiva and the j[vanmukta 

ideal become more meaningful as this study would indicate. 

At this stage it must also be mentioned that although Vivekananda did not write 

commentaries on the sruti texts he was nevertheless well acquainted with them. His greatest 

relevance to this study lies in the fact that he preached a life-affirming philosophy and departing 

from the age-old tradition of communicating in Sanskrit he used modern English as 1!. vehicle to 

spread his message. As a result of this he sheds extraordinary light on sophisticated Sanskrit 

words such as prana, manas, niujis, etc. Not only is he able to translate these words into their 

appropriate English form but his intuitive insight made these terms explicit in terms of the 

comments he made on them. Furthermore Basham (1968 : 212 ) sees Vivekananda as an 

important figure in world history "in that he, more than any other teacher in the India ofhis time, 

taught his fellow Indians how to assimilate the old with the new " ( 1 ). 

2.9.2 Aurobindo and Neo-Vedanta. 

Appearing next in the line of Neo-Vedanta teachers was Sri Aurobindo Ghose (1872 -

1950). Linking Aurobiudo with the earlier Neo-Vedanta development Diwakar (1976 : 10 ) 

states: 
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"Aurobindo 's approach was more along the lines of Ramakrishna's 
teachings than any other school of thought current in those days. 
The difference however is obvious. Aurobindo had a vast 

background of knowledge and experience of western thought and 
religion that Ramakrishna lacked But in his instinctive sympathy 
with all that is high and noble in Indian spirituality, in intuitive 
appreciation and realization of it, and in the adoption of a truly 
spiritual and synthetic attitude toward all religious and human 
endeavour in that field, Aurobindo is nearer to Ramakrishna than 
all other thinkers and reformers ... his (Ramakrishna's) conduct 
was based on Vedantic as well as Tantric truths and he looked 
upon all human beings as equal and thus worthy of respect. " 

Auother important feature that characterizes Aurobindo's speeches and writings is the 

application ofhis expansive intellect to matters that are profmmd and subtle. However, erudition, 

intellect and scholarship had never by themselves charmed Aurobindo. Referring to the 'profound 

and abiding' illfluence of Ramakrishna on Aurobindo, Diwakar (1976 : 10) states that he had 

found in the person of Ramaluishna 'solid gold, naked spirituality shom of all intellectual 

embellishment'. Aurobind6 was first and foremost a man of intuition, a mystic, and only secondly 

an intellectual ofuncommon wo1th. 

Like Ramakiishna and Vivekananda, it must be pointed out that Aurobindo also drew his 

inspiration from the sruti texts. He believed that the Vedas and Ups. are of the same origin -'the 

revealed word' . He accepts and upholds this ancient tradition. 

Aurobindo has not written a commentary on the Tait. Up. In many respects a good deal 

in his philosophy and teachings is a 'development and an elaboration of the truths that are 

adumbrated in this ancient text' (Pandit 1988 : 119). His The Life Divine provides vaiuable 

insights into the nature and workings of the different kosas. 

Aurobindo makes constant reference to the 'Supramental Vision'. He commences his 

exploration of this vision by quoting Tait. Up. (3.4.1), ''He discovered that the mind is brahman". 

For Aurobindo, "mind is no independent and original entity but only a final operation of the 
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Truth-Consciousness or Supennind, therefore whatever Mind is, there Supermin.d must be. 

Supermin.d or the Truth-Consciousness is the real creative agency of the universal Existence. 

Even when Mind is in its own darkened consciousness separated from its source, yet is that larger 

movement always there in the workings of Minds" (Aurobindo 1989 : 174 ). Aurobindo' s works 

reveal that the mind is potentially divine. The Supermind is latent in the ordinary mind. The 

Supermind, may be developed by tapasya or "an overpassing ofthe hold of the bodily nature on 

the consciousness or else a supernormal energizing of the consciousness and will to gain some 

spiritual or other object" (Pandit 1988 : 153). 

The supramental vision is a global vision. It is the development of the mind to the extent 

that it "cuts off little bits which it puts up against one another; it is the mental capacity that 

regathers everything in a single beam .... The Supermind sees not only the whole world of things 

and beings in a single vision, which gathers up all the beams without opposing anything, but it 

sees the viewpoint of each thing, each being, each force - it is a rounded view which does not end 

in a central point but in my:Iiads of points". Aurobindo refers to this experience as "A single 

innumerable look .. . "(Satprem 1970 : 236). 

Aurobindo asserts that man is already in au evolutionary process. He sees this process as 

having two component pa1ts : the first is the nature of evolution (i.e. the what, when, why and 

who of the grand mystery of evolutionary existence) and secondly the practical side or the means 

that promote this evolution. Existence is a mystery, a philosophical problem, to human peings 

alone. Therefore its solution may only be searched for at the human level. Many solutions have 

been suggested and tried during the lo~g course of human history. In Aurobindo we find yet 

another approach to the truth. Aurobindo's teaching in this respect, called Integral Yoga, aims at 

being a synthesis of all yo gas, especially of the three most important ones, viz., )Fiiina, karma, 

and bhakti. 
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The jlva in its evolutionary process is far below the status of a divinized being. The }iva's 

instmments for the attainment of his spiritual objects are Wldeveloped and therefore insufficient. 

The }iva has its own powerful urges towards the enjoyment of sense-objects. This weakness, 

which for Aurobindo is the 'weakness of will', allows strong attachments to develop between the 

)Tva and the outer objects. 'Ibis attachment is the cause of pleasure and pain, joy and sorrow, and 

so many other dualities. The mind which is caught between dualities, has only partial knowledge. 

'Ibis fragmentary knowledge leads to pain and suffering (sarhsara). But through Integral Yoga 

the mind can be trained to rise above human frailties, to a poise which is beyond dualities. 

Aurobindo is of the view that man must free himself first and then work for the spiritual 

emancipation and progressive evolution of the human race. He taught that molcya and absorption 

into the absolute brahman are not the final goal of spiritual life. He believed that realization must 

lead to the divinization ofthe entirejTva i.e. matter (anna), life (priina) and mind (manas) and the 

higher mental faculties. This can be done if the Supermind is realized and its vast potential 

invoked for this pwpose (Diwakar 1976 : 194). 

2.9.3 Radhakrishnan's role in Neo-Vedanta. 

Radhakrishnan (1888-1975) was the next major interpreter of the Neo-Vedanta. He was 

an idealist philosopher who believed in metaphysical tmths. He felt that these metaphysical ideas 

are foWlded on a basic awareness which cannot be established by scientific me~surement or 

rational logic. Experience is not limited to sense awareness. Verification need not be direct. 

Truth exists by its own majesty and its language is silence; but hard metaphysical thinking gives to 

religious thought dignity and strength, articulates ultimate presuppositions about the world and 

restores spiritual wholeness to human beings (Gopal 1988 : 300 ). 
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Radhakrishnan was a creative philosopher with a gift for literary vigour. Throughout his 

major works -Indian Philosophy, Eastern Religions and Western Thought, An Idealist View of 

Life, etc. he postulates a life-affiriming philosophy (Radhakrishnan 1940 : 58). 

Special mention must be made of Radhakrishnan's commentry on the 'Principal 

Upanisads'. In this volume he translates and comments on the texts of eighteen major and minor 

Ups. These commentaries are profound as they are extensive in their scholarship. While leaning 

heavily on Shankara's commentaries he also includes vital interpretations fi:om some major dualist 

philosohpers like Ramanuja and Madhva. Apart from the Hindu schools of thought he is equally 

at home with other eastern traditions and western philosophers. He felt that "the pursuit of 

religious truth together would lead ultimately to mutual transformation within an overall 

partnership" (Gopal 1988 : 384). His commentaries on the Ups. are thus laden with quotations 

:fiom Zarathustra and Buddha, Plotinus and StJohn, Eckhart and Rumi. Consider, for example, 

his commentry on Tait. Up. (3.6.1) in which he discusses the ascent of reality from matter to God 

in the context of the paficakosas. He expounds the above texts by also quoting Aristotle and 

Buddha but what is of ontological interest is that in his commentary on Tait. Up. 3.6.1 he links 

the paficakdas to the following ex-periences of Augistine (Radharkishnan 1990 : 557 ; Pusley 

1952 : 1 05) (kosas in parenthesis insetted by Radhakrishnan) : 

"Step by step I was led upwards, from bodies (anna) to the soul 
which perceives by means of the bodily senses (pnina); and 
then to the soul's inward faculty which is the limit of the 
intelligence of animals (manas); and thence again to the 
reasoning faculty to whose judgement is referred the knowledge 
received by the bodily senses (viji'icma). And when this power 
also within nze found itself changeable it lifted itsef up to its 
own intelligence, and withdrew its thoughtfrom experience, 
abstracting itself from the contradictory throng of sense-images 
that it might find what that light was wherein it was bathed 
when it cried out that beyond all doubt the unchangeable is to be 
preferred to the changeable; whence also it knew that unchangeable; 
and thus with the flash of one trembling glance it arrived at That 
which is (ananda)." 
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Radhakrisbnan is keen on see]ng the meeting points m vanous theologies and 

philosophies. He is certainly in tune with the spirit of harmony and globalizatio:J?. and he is a 

pioneer in interpreting the East to the West. 

2~1 0 Other important translators and commentators within the context of 

Neo-Vedanta. 

This study should not fail to mention the names and efforts of such scholars as Max Miiller 

and Paul Deussen. Max Muller's Sacred Books of the East, which is essentially a philological 

approach to the texts, was the forerunner to many current indological works. Later indologists 

like Zimmer and Coomaraswamy prefered a philosophical and idealistic approach. Paul Deussen's 

translations of the Ups. and scholarly works on Indlan philosophy have become classics. The need 

however, is to have a holistic approach - the capacity to use several disciplines within the overall 

framework in order to read the texts more accurately. 

The creative spiiit ce1tainly permeates the Neo-Vedantic movement. As and when new 

interpretations of the Neo-Vedanta emerge in terms of various approaches to the sruti texts they 

open up yet other avenues ofknowledge . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The jiviitman and its eschatological goals in the early Vedic period. 

3.1 Early Vedic theism. 

The Indo-Aryans, being placed in the midst of the grandeur of nature, turned poetic in 

expression. The towering snow-peaks of the Himalayas, vast green meadows, gigantic rivers, 

boundless seas and the appearance and departure of seasons produced an effect on the early 

Aryan mind turning him into a poet, a sage, a seer. Nurtured amid such environments, the Aryan 

must have been developing, from a ve1y early period of his life, a spiritual temperament and a 

deep introspective mind which made him distinct in character. 

In this pre-Vedic period these poetic insights, simple as they may seem, were stirred by some 

of the aspects of the natural phenomena:. Animated by these thoughts the Vedic poets spoke not 

only of rain (Iudu ), but of a rainer (Indra ), not only of fire and light as a fact, but of a lighter and 

burner, an agent of fire and light, a Dyaus and an Agni (MW.l.er 1971 : 3 5). Behind each of the 

natural phenomena the Aryan found au expression or au emblem of some spiritual being which 

was worshipped with awe and reverence. 

Mitra (the sun), Vailll).a (the god of the ocean or blue sky), Prithvi (the earth) and Agni (fire) 

- all these are pre-Vedic deities who were worshipped with simple or complex rites from the most 

ancient peti.od of Aryan history. 

The worship of animals, birds and reptiles is also evident in the early Vedic period. This has 

led to the belief that the Vedic poets with their gifted insights were living side by side with 

per sons who were rank animists and fetishists. 

Thus on the one hand we find a rich polytheism and on the other we see a sub-level of 
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fetishism. Macnicol (1968 : 9) sees in these early developments the emerging outlines of a full­

orbed theism. 

3.2 The nature of the Vedic gods. 

It is difficult to settle the exact nature of the gods. In the Rg V they are represented as 

human in form and they possess various attributes that connect them to their respective natural 

phenomena. They have arms and noses and jaws (limbs that are often referred to in Vedic 

poetry). They travel in chariots drawn by animals. They wear ornaments and carry arms. 

In a careful analysis of the gods it would be unjust to associate them with natural phenomena 

alone and pass the Aryans off as nature-worshippers. Such an evaluation of the gods would be 

too hasty and in fact limited. 

Raja (1936 : 28) is of the view that the safest interpretation would be to assume that the 

Vedic poets were aware of certain forces, invisible and incomprehensible to ordinary men, and 

that in describing the gods they were symbolically trying to represent these forces in the light of 

natural pheno.QJ.ena known to ordinary men. The contents of the Vedic hymns lend themselves to 

the interpretation that metaphysical realities were related to natural elements. 

The Vedic poets 'saw the gods and they described what they saw. Only an individual who 

could 'see' the gods is called aNi. The experience ofthe Vedic poets is such that their communion 

with the gods is a distinct spiritual experience. Vedic poetry indicates that they were not just 

describing the physical attributes of a mountain or river but something more subtle. 

The Sanskrit word for 'gods' utilized in the texts is 'devas '. By definition the devas are 

immortals (amarah), the evershining ones (deviih), heavenly beings (trida.Sah), the knowing ones 

(vibudhah) and gods or deities (suriih) (Radhakrishnan 1990 : 30). 

To the above category of gods it is necessary'to add another development in the Vedi~ texts. 
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Ordinary mortals, who by dint of Vedic sacrifices and austerities, may also be elevated to the level 

of the gods. This status is achieved by the accumulated merits gained by such practices. 

Although the gods are essentially the object of experience of a few gifted !~is, still they are 

not absolutely beyond the expe1ience of ordinary mortals. Ordinary people could experience the 

'efforts' of the gods; only they cannot see them in their real nature. 

The gods play an impo1tant part in the day-to-day lives of ordinary men. They may be 

invoked for valious purposes through mantras composed by the r~is. The essential feature of the 

Vedic religion is this constant interaction between the gods and men. 

3.3 The three planes of existence and the three classes of gods. 

We notice that the r~is of the Rg V looked upon the 'universe' as possessed of three separate 

yet interconnected strata or planes of existence. !Jle top-most plane is called dyuloka or the 

celestial sphere; next comes the antarikSaloka, the sphere of intermediary space; the third is the 

bhurloka or the terrestrial sphere. 

In these spheres there are three presiding deities : Savitri or Slirya (the sun) is the god of the 

celestial world; Indra (the god of the atmosphere) is the deity presiding over the intermediary 

space; and Agni (fire) is the god of the terrestlial sphere. These main gods were again subdivided 

into various categories to take charge of the various functions pertaining to their sphere 

(Sharvananda 1936 : 7-8). 

Yama, the Vedic god of death, belongs to the intermediary sphere. He and his abode 

(yanzaloka) are located in the 'southern' end ofthis sphere. Yamaloka, for the practical purposes 

of the worshippers, is also called pif!loka (sphere of the ancestors). 

Raja (1936 : 27) translates the three lokas as being ea1th, atmosphere and heavens. He is of 

the view that the Vedic !~is did not use these terms as being visible regions of the world. The 
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spheres were only designated so due to the absence ofbetter metaphysical terms. 

In developing the lokas into their fuller and indeed their later meanings Raja states that the 

earth, the atmosphere and the heavens (sky), as seen by us, are only different regions ofwhat is 

called prithivt (earth) in the Rg V. Beyond the earth the next higher plane of existence 

(antarikSaloka) is a finer aspect (more subtle dimension) of the universe of which its essential 

nature is what is meant by the term 'waters' (apah). In later Hindu theology and philosophy, this 

'waters' is the second of the five elements of creation (pafichabhutas) and in later mythology this 

is called the heaven (svargaloka) with Indra as the chief god. 

The next higher plane is dyuloka, also referred to as svarloka, of which the essential subtle 

feature is lustre (tejas); in later philosophical developments this corresponds to the third element 

of the palichabhutas, fire; in mythology this may correspond to vaikw:zthaloka where Vsnu 

presides. 

3.4 The journey from polytheism to monism. 

Before evaluating the role of Yama it would be essential to survey some important theistic 

patterns in the Rg V. Such an exercise.would in fact enhance the overall concept ofYama. 

The Rg V is strikingly polytheistic in its early phase. However, from the textual point of 

view, it is evident that the Rig Vedic r~is, while contemplating upon the nature of the vaiious 

gods, caught a glimpse of an infinite entity that unites these gods at the fundamental level. They 

termed this seminal concept 'aditi' which became the 'mother of all the gods', the substratum 

from which all the gods emerged. The root meaning of 'iiditi' is 'unbroken', 'indivisible' or 

'infinite'. 

This discove1y led to another significant understanding of the gods. At the fundamental 

spiritual level they are all one but at a functional level they differed in nature and attributes. They 
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worked in an interconnected manner from their different planes (lolcas). This fundamental 

interrelatedness and interdependence of all phenomena, natural and spiritual, and the intrinsically 

dynamic nature of reality forms the essence ofthe Vedic world-view. 

Another important development that occurs in the Rg V is that each god is taken 

individually and elevated to the level of the highest Being. While one god occupies this topmost 

position the other gods are subordinated. Ibis process is repeated with respect to various gods. 

Max Miiller termed this process 'henotheism' (Muller 1971 : 40). The understanding of 

henotheism is to be found in the Rg V (1.164.46) itself: 

lndram mitra'!z, varunanz, agnim cihuh 

atho divyah sa suparno garutmcin; 

ekam sat viprii bahudhii vadanti 

agnim yanzam matarisvcinam iihuh 

"They call that Reality by the names of Jndra, Mitra, Varuna, 
as also the luminous Garutmiin; Truth is one, but sages call 
it by various names such as Agni, Yama, Mcitarisvcin." 

Thus another impmtant facet of the Vedic theistic paradigm was complete: the process of 

worshipping one God with innumerable interconnected manifestations. Ibis paradigm took on 

yet another dimension, viz., the transcendent and immanent nature of God. In the hanzsiivati 

verse of the Dadh.i.kravan Hymn (Rg V: 4.40.5) the t~i unfolds an omnipresent vision of God : 

"As light he dwells in the luminous sky; as Vciyu (air) he 
dwells in the mid-space; as a hotr (fire) he exists in the 
sacrificial altar; as a guest he exists in the house; (as life) 
he exists in man; as divine Law (rita) he exists (everywhere); 
as the Supreme Entity he exists. He shines in sacrifices, in the 
sky, in water, in light, in mountains and in Truth." 
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Here the !'~i synthesizes all the gods or divinities stationed in different lokas into a single 

Principle. Sayana (in Sharvananda 1936 : 14), commenting on this, draws om attention to the 

fact that the verse stresses the identical unity of the human soul, the gods and the supreme 

Being. 

These foregoing Vedic texts carry the earliest seeds of a monotheistic interpretation of 

Hinduism. But the Rg V is also noted for being the source of a monistic philosophy (Muller 

1971 : 41). In the 'Hymn of Creation' (Rg V 10.129.2) we observe: 

"That one breathed breathlessly by itself, other 
than it there nothing since has been. " 

This sublimation of all the gods into a single Principle and ultimately to see this Principle as 

the 'one without a second' - the fundamental spiritual unity of the universe, gave rise to the 

doctrine of 'the atman is brahman' in the monistic ·sense. Brahman is the ultimate ontological 

reality for the Vedic monists. 

3.5 The jiva in the early Vedic period. 

Etymologically considered the word jiva is derived from 'jzv', which means 'to continue 

breathing'. Other names for it include 'bhokta' ( experient) and 'karta' (agent). The descriptive 

word 'puru~a' has become common. It is explained as 'puri-saya' or 'what lies in the citadel of the 

body' (Grimes 1989 : 156). 

In the Rg V the word atman is used in different senses. In some places it means 'breath' 

which is so closely linked to jzv. In a funeral hymn addressed to Agni we find the following lines 

(Rg V 10.16.3 ; Miiller 1971 : 72-73) : 

"May the eye go to the sun, the breath (atman) to the wind" 
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There is also evidence in a number of places in the Rg V where atman means immortal Self 

Let us, for example consider the following passages (Rg V 1.164.37) : 

''Am I really this (physical) body, that I know not ? 
For I am not of clear mind and wander about being 
in doubt and bondage." 

In the ve1y next verse (Rg V 1.164. 3 8) the same devotee says : 

"The immortal residing within the mortal in the same 
place and having got the physical body, sometimes goes 
to upper regions and sometimes to lower. Both of these 
(i.e. body and Citman) always remain together and move 
about together. People can recognize one of them, the 
other is not recognized. " 

Again we read (Rg V 1.164.30): 

"The immortal /Iva, though associated with the mortal (body), 
moves about with its cause while enjoying the fruits." 

Thus we may conclude that in the early Vedic period the jTva is a complex entity. It is a 

body-mind entity with desires and a nature to enjoy the fruits of its actions. It also has an 

inherent capacity to go to 'higher' or 'lower' regions. The focus of this entity is the immortal 

atman. 

3.6 Yama and eschatology. 

The god-of death in the Rg V and indeed in the other Vedas and secondaty scriptures of 

Hinduism is Yama. In the early Vedic period he is quite a minor god with only a few hymns 

addressed to him. In the AV (18.3.13) we find the following passage on Yama: 

"Worship the son ofVivasvata, the gatherer ofmen, 
with oblations, he who was the first of the mortals 
to die, he who first entered this world. " 
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Tbis is a very significant passage indicating that the son of Vivasvat was a mortal at first, 

but was the first to die and enter the other world (become an imm01tal presumably) and that he 

then became a gatherer of people, i.e. of departed souls; afterwards he was accorded. divine 

honour, i.e. oblations in sacrifices (Bhattachaiji 1970 : 48). 

Yama's career of apotheosis is recorded in a variety of ways in Vedic literature. It is 

evident that Y ama was an ordinary mortal. Such mortals are raised to the status of gods by the 

process of going through Vedic sacrifices (yaji1a) and austerities (tapasyii). Tbis journey is 

always fraught with some stmggle with the established gods. Y ama, having wrested power and 

authority, elevated himself to the status of a god who by nature became one of the immortals. 

His immortality was a fait accompli in the later Rig Vedic period and it is significant that Yama 

figures most prominently only in the tenth book of the Rg V and this book was compiled last. 

That Yama was the first to die and create a new path and abode (!aka) for departed souls is 

evident .fi:om the funeral hymn addressed to Yama in the Rg V (10.14.1-2): 

"Honour the King with thine oblations, Yama, 
Vivasvat's son, who gathers men together, to 
travel to the lofty heights above us, who searches 
out and shows the path to many. Yanzafirstfound 
for us a place to dwell in : this pasture never can 
be taken from us. Men born on earth tread their 
awn paths that lead them whither our ancient 
ancestors (fathers) have departed." 

It is essential to make a comment on the word 'pitr' which is frequently used in the 

texts. Several translators have translated it as 'fathers'. While this is a literal translation a more 

encompassing and useful translation would be 'ancestors'. We may build on this meaning by 

quoting the AV (5.5.13) which says 'yamah pitrnamadhipatih ', 'Yama is the overlord of the 
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ancestors'. Thus 'pitr' would mean 'ancestors under the command of Yama'. This fuller 

definition is vital in understanding early Vedic eschatology. 

Y ama was invoked at Vedic sacrifices. He is invited to come to such sacrifices 

accompanied by the ancestors in order to bestow benefits to the worshippers (AV 18.35.25). 

Apart from Yama the ancestors are also invoked for preparing a path and a post-death region 

(loka) for the worshipper (AV 18.34.25). Yama is also besought for happiness and long life and 

even immortality (Rg V 10.14.14). All such prayers presume a kindly, benevolent god who has 

passed over to the other side of death and is also occupied with providing the living with 

longevity and the dead with proper food and shelter. The dead are his companions, whom the 

living place in his care, trusting him for their well-being in the other world. 

3. 7 The loka of Yam a. 

When death is about to occur the soul is encouraged by the living (Rg V 1 0.14. 7) 

"Go forth, go forth upon the ancient pathways 
whereon our ancient sires have gone before us." 

This prayer is said for two reasons. Firstly the devotee wants the soul to proceed 

'upwards'. Secondly he does not wish thejfva to be 'earthbound' in the sense that it would linger 

in a diseased body (AV 18.4.55-56). The soul is asked to leave behind sin and evil and 'bright 

with glory wear another body', depart (Rg V 10.14.8.). The living seem to have an intimate 

connection with the process of dying. Fmthermore, they are present at the death bed and offer 

what they consider encouragement to the jiva. The experience of dying and death is very much a 

part oflife. Besides 'the ancient pathways', which are mentioned in various ways in the Vedas, the 

texts also alludes in a variety of ways to pit(loka- the abode ofYama. Pitrloka is also referred 

to as Yamaloka with the former term being in more common use. It is amply evident that this 
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loka is a metaphysical entity located in one part of the vast intermediary sphere (antarikSaloka). 

Its exact location in this sphere is metaphysically described as being in the 'southern' part. The 

devotee is even asked to face this 'southern' direction when addressing prayers to the ancestors 

and Yama (Rg V 10.15.6). We are also told that this loka is a place for rest. It is adomed with 

days and beams oflight and waters (Rg V 10.14.3): 

''Matali prospers there with Kavyas, Yama with 
Angiras' son, Brihaspati with Rkvans." 

Matali is a kind of divine being, identified by some commentators with the god Indra whose 

charioteer was Matali. Kavyas are a class of pious souls of ancient times. The Angirases were 

the first to perform sacrifices and Rkvans were celestial singers. Thus we find this loka inhabited 

by a variety of /ivas each of whom seem to preserve their individuality (Griffith 1976 : 538). 

Upon arrival at this loka the jTvas undergo a process of judgement followed by reward or 

punishment. Of rewards we do not have many records in the early Vedic period, only that 

the blessed live on with Yama in bliss. The vasa cow (a wish-fulfilling metaphysical entity) 

provides happiness to thejTva in Yama's kingdom (AV 18.1.34). Thejfva is asked to enjoy its 

fill in this loka where it can live unharmed (AV 18.4.31-32). 

The above is a view of life for the blessed. While we do not see a clear development of 

the doctrine of karma at this early stage of Vedic history we are however told that the unfortunate 

jfvas are punished. In the initial stage of Vedic literature, i.e. Sarilhita and early Brahmal}.a 

periods, the reward and punishment appear to be final - thus judgement, too, is executed once 

and for all. Perhaps the only reason one can presume for this final judgement is that this stage 

precedes the rise of the doctrines of karma and reincarnation. It is important to note that at this 

stage 'immortality' meant that the )Tva would live 'eternally' in pitrloka. It is only in the 
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Upanishadic period that we learn that the 1im.m01tality of pitrlokd is only a time span of 

considerable length and never eternity in the real sense of the word. 

After judgement is meted out the good and bad jTvas are separated. Bliss or suffering 

follows. But whereas the pleasure was provided by Yama himself for the good souls, punishment 

to evil-doers was executed by his agents. Evil spirits dwell with the spirits of the wicked dead 

(AV 18.2.28), and evil spirits are enemies of men (AV 8.6.5). However, hell as a concept is not 

found explicitly in the early Vedic literature, except in a few references (Bhattacharji 1970 : 66). 

The AV (11.4.36) mentions narakaloka (hell) but there is no clear reference to hell until the later 

Upanishadic period. ill this respect some of the early eschatological elements of the Vedic period 

remain vague and nebulous. At a later date more sophisticated and vivid images ofhells emerge. 

3.8 The evolution of thejiva: the implications of sacrifice (yajiia) and 

knowledge (jiiiina). 

Mention has been made of the soul1
S journey to pitrloka. Tills goal is accomplished largely 

through Vedic -sac1ifices and the propitiation of Y ama at such sacrifices. Y ama is certainly a god 

pleased by sacrifices (Rg V 10.14.13). The Rg V itself, however, shows us a path beyond 

pitrloka. The next sphere, dyuloka, is attained not by sacrifices alone but by knowledge. Tills 

distinction features in a powerful way in Vedic mythology and its analysis is necessary to 

understand the jivas journey to yet another eschatological goal, dyuloka. 

The sacrifice in Vedic mythology is represented by the bull, vrishabha (lit. the sprinkler 

of waters). This brings into prominence the characteristic feature of antarikSaloka and therefore 

pitrloka which are composed of the subtle essence of water and which are achieved through 

sacrifices. JFiana is represented by the horse. We find Dadhyach (a !~i) imparting spiritual 
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knowledge, the madhuvidyii (lit. honeyed knowledge), with a horse's head. The Ashwins who 

possess the horse are also possessors of this knowledge. 

There is also a hymn addressed to the horse Dadhlkravan. At the conclusion of this hymn 

comes the statement, "May he (Dadbikravan) make our mouths fragrant or sweet; may he prolong 

the days we have to live" (Rg V 14.29.6). The sweetness ofthe mouth is madhuvidya(honeyed 

knowledge which obliquely refers to wise speech as well). Following this we have the famous 

stanza in which the horse is described as 'hamsa(l. suchih', the 'swan of heaven' or the 'sun of 

heaven' (Rg V 4. 40.5 ; Griffith 1976 : 227). The horse, Dadhikravan, through spiritual 

knowledge, is elevated to the highest heaven. 

Raja (1936 : 32) interprets sonia as being connected with the gods of ritual and sacrifice 

(Yama, Indra etc.) and madhu as being associated with the gods ofknowledge (Surya etc.). 

It is only through spiritual knowledge that the }iva attains the highest sphere the essence of 

which is lustre (tejas). Dadhikravan having tllis knowledge and having attained this 

eschatological goal is referred to as the 'hamsa ' (swan) homed in lustre' (Rg V 4.40.5). 

In dyuloka thejiva retains its identity and becomes 'immortal'. It is only much later in the 

Upanishadic period that we also learn that the 'dyuloka immortality' has its limitations. Jlvas live 

in this sphere for a protracted period enjoying bliss and lustre. But this state, though lengthy, is 

also impermanent. Thus the Vedic literature refers to two paths : pit?Yiina (the southern path to 

the ancestors and Yama) and devayana (the northern path to the gods in the highest heaven). 

3.9 Impermanent nature of pitrloka and devaloka. 

From the Vedic period to the time when Upanishadic developments were being established 

there appears a sharp distinction between knowledge (apariividya) and wisdom (pariividya). 

Knowledge and it's result was given up as the goal of spiritual life. The journey to heaven was 
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Wlacceptable to the Upanishadic r~is on account of its impermanent nature. They considered this 

journey an encumbrance in spnituallife. It was a greater involvement in pleasure and sarizsiira. 

By far the most scathing attack on selfish rituals and the attainment ofheavens is to be met with in 

the Mun. Up. (1.2.7 and 10): 

"Unsteady, verily are these boats of the eighteen 
sacrificial forms, which are said to be inferior 
karma. _The deluded who delight in this as leading 
to good, fall again into old age and death. " 
"These deluded men, regarding sacrifices and works 
of merit as most important do not know any other 
good. Having enjoyed themselves in the high place of 
heaven won by good deeds, they enter again this world 
or a still lower one. " 

Here we find the Upanishadic r~is stressing three eschatological developments. Firstly, the 

tempora1y benefits of sacrificial forms. Secondly, the impermanent nature of heavens and thirdly 

the fact that after the jfvas stay in heaven it is reborn either on earth or on a lower plane. Even 

with knowledge of the heavens and the gods this cycle continues like a revolving wheel and is 

designated sainsiira. The main problem encountered by theology and philosophy at this· stage 

was to explore a new route to transcend the time, space and causation elements of sainsiira. The 

Upanishadic seers see the answer to this quest, not in knowledge but in wisdom, in an intuitive 

experience of the immortal atman which liberates thejTva from time, space and causation. 

3.10 Distinction between knowledge (aparavidya) and wisdom (paravidya). 

In the Mun. Up. (1.1.3) we find this question being raised by an earnest student to a r~i : 

kasmin nu bhagavo vijniite sarvam idam vijfiiiiam bhavati. 
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"What is that Reality, 0 blessed one, by knowing which 
we can know all that there is in this manifest universe?" 

The teacher gives a significant reply (Mun. Up. 1.1.4): 

dve vidye veditavye iti ha sma yad brahmavido 

vadanti para caiva aparii 

"There are two vidyiis, or sciences, to be acquired by 
man; so say the /mowers of brahman. One is called 
paravidya or higher knowledge (wisdom) and the 

other is called apariividya or ordinary knowledge. " 

The Ups. call for a study ofboth these branches ofvidyiis. The apariividyii consists ofthe 

study of the Vedas (including knowledge of the gods and sacrifices), phonetics, grammar, 

etymology, astronomy and in fact the entire spectrum of empirical knowledge. 

What, then, was left to form the category of paravidya? The teacher expoWlds this 

exclusive theme indicating the existence of a tremendous field of intuitive wisdom (MW1. Up. 

1.1.5): 

atha para, yayii tad a~aram adhigamyate. 

"That is paravidya, or wisdom, by which that 

imperishable (Reality) is (intuitively) realized" 

The ultimate message ofthe Ups. is to seek an intuitive experience of the atman. Herein lies 

the ultimate spiritual potential for the jlvas final liberation from samsiira. 
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CHAPTER4 

The five sheaths (paficakosas) of the soul (j[va) : their eschatological 

significance. 

4. Keynote of Taittirlya Upani~ad. 

One of the principle themes of the Tait. Up. is the paficakosas and their relationship to 

the atman. 'Ibis theme with its complex interplay of eschatological elements must have 

developed in the Taittiriya School over decades or centuries until it crystallized in the formation 

that is evident in the Tait. Up. Not only is this theme the keynote of this Up. but it also forms 

one of the main approaches to molcya in the spectrum of early Vedantic development. 

Furthermore, any examination of this theme will also unlock a clearer understanding of several 

other soteriological formations that occur in the Ups. The Isa Up., for example, carries in its 

opening verse the central message of all the Ups. : the universe (including the kosas) is permeated 

by God and one has to renounce self-will (ego) and its limitations in order to know this divinity. 

The Mun. Up., after classifying all knowledge into parii, higher, and aparii, lower, and describing 

all sciences, arts, literature, and all other empirical knowledge (in which may be included the 

knowledge of the kosas) as apara, proclaims that one knowledge as parii 'by which the 

imperishable changeless reality (of the One behind the many kosas) is realized.' The Man. Up. 

surveys the whole ofhuman expe1ience tllJough a study of the three states of waking, dream, and 

dreamless sleep, and reveals the atman, the divine focus in man, as turiya or the 'Fourth' as it 

puts it, as pure-consciousness, eternal and non-dual (4.6.1). 

The above approaches to truth have several elements which would enjoy greater clari,ty 

when viewed against the background of the paficakosa model. The seminal value of this model 

cannot be over-emphasized. 
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4.1 The Upanishadic concept of interconnectedness. 

The most important characteristic of the Upanishadic worldview is the awareness of the 

unity and the mutual interrelation of all things and events, the experience of all phenomena in the 

world as manifestations of a basic oneness. The entire phenomenon is viewed .as ha~g a 

central, still core, 'formless beyond form', but which manifests itself outwardly in a multiplicity of 

ways. While the centre is still and forms the focus of everything, the periphery, comprising a 

network ofinterconnected actions, is always dynamic (Capra 1985: 141). For Vivekananda, 

"one atom in the universe cannot move without dragging the whole world along with it." (CW3 

1979 : 269). Individual events, as in the case of karma, or doctrinal concepts such as the fiva or 

kosas, derive their meaning and inherent nature from mutual dependence and are in fact nothing in 

themselves. 

Yet another featme of the above paradigm is that its structures, or to be more accurate, 

even its microscopic areas and subtlest of dimensions are all very much conscious, alive. Many 

terms in the Upanishadic literature are laden with this 'aliveness' and have dynamic connotations. 

The word brahman, for example, is derived from the Sanskrit root bhri - to grow - and thus 

suggests an all-pervading reality that is dynamic and alive. The Ups. refer to brahman as 

'unformed, immortal, moving' (e.g. Br. Up. 2.3.3), thus associating it with motion even though it 

transcends the subtlest wave of motion. 

4.2 Microcosm and macrocosm. 

The !'~is saw no sharp demarcation between the external objective world and the internal 

subjective world of man. In Vivekananda's view the first questions that arose in the human mind 
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were about the external world. As the questions went deeper and deeper, the external 

manifestations failed to satisfy the human mind, and finally the quest turned inward and the 

question was directed to man's own inner nature (which obviously participated in this exercise). 

-
From the macrocosm the question was reflected back to the microcosm; from the external world 

the question was reflected back to the internal. From analyzing the external world man is led to 

analyze the internal (CW2 1976 : 212). Thus, even from an analytical point of view, the 

macrocosm is inseparable from the microcosm. 

However the fundamental point in the macrocosm-microcosm relationship is that whatever 

is to be found in the macrocosm is also to be found in the microcosm. While the elements of the 

macrocosm are expanded and large their microcosmic features are relatively small. Thus the total 

of all jtVas is the 'universal soul'; the 'universal soul' in its microcosmic dimension is the )Tva. 

The universal consciousness (brahman) is a macrocosmic entity and its microcosmic feature in the 

}iva is the citman. Thus man is a :fi:agment of the macrocosm. Without an expanded 

consciousness he remains within the bondage of fragmentation. Liberated from such a 

fragmentation he realizes a universal oneness. 

The r~i in the Tait. Up. has skillfully used the concept of the paficakosas to bring out the 

unity at both the 'micro' and 'macro' levels. This interplay between the 'micro' and 'macro' 

planes is an effective analytical tool found employed in many important Ups (e.g. Br. Up and the 

Ch. Up). In the Ups. the 'micro' is known as the vya.rri aspect and the 'macro' as the sama~{i 

aspect of the holistic universe. By thus juxtaposing the 'micro' and 'macro' levels the Ups. 

emphasize the fundamental unity behind the manifest complexity. 
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4.3 Taitttiriya Upanisad 3.10.5. 

After an elaborate discussion on the individual sheaths ofthejTva the Tait. Up. then seems 

to cast a comp_osite definition of the /iVa and its ultimate goal (mok?a) in a single text (Tait. Up. 

3.10.5): 

sa ya evami-uit asmallokiit preya, etam 

annamayam atmanam upasamkramya, etain 

prii]Jamayam atmiinam upasainkramya, etafn 

manomayam iitmananz upasainkramya, etain 

vijfiiinamayam atmanam upasanzkramya, etain 

anandmayam atmanam upasainkramya, imiin 

lokiin kiimanni kGmarupy anusdncaran, 

etat sama giiyanniiste 

ha vu ha vu ha vu 

"He who knows this (brahman), on departing from this world, 
proceeding unto that self which consists of food, proceeding unto 
that self which consists of vital energy, proceeding unto that self 
which consists of mind, proceeding unto that selfwhich consists 
of understanding, proceeding unto that self which consists of bliss, 
goes up and down these worlds, eating the food he desires, assuming 
the form he desires. He sits singing this chant (sama1z) : 
Oh wonderful! Oh wonderful! Oh wonderful/" 

Several major translators, commentators and essayists like Radhakrishnan, Hume , 

Gambhirananda, Mahadevan etc. have rendered the above text in a similar translation thus freeing 

this area from undue disputes. The opening line of this text is an assumption emerging from the 
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previous passage (Tait.Up. 10.4): the knower who intuitively knows brahman as existing 

uniformly in the human individual and in the sun, such a seer is identified with the all- knowing 

brahman. It is as a sequel to this macrocosmic assertion that the Tait. Up. (3.10.5) emphasizes 

the presence of brahman in the microcosmic areas of the paficakosas. A knower of this all­

pervading brahman is filled with wonder at this all-encompassing unity. He sings in mystical 

raptUl'e : 

"Oh wonderful! Oh wonderful! Oh wonderful!" 

4.4.1 Kosas 

'Kosas' literally means 'sheaths' or 'covering'. Just as a scabbard covers a sword so do 

the kosas cover (or obscUl'e) the iitman. 

The word kosa does not appear in the text (Tait. Up. 3.10.5). In its place there is the 

constant use of the word atman. We cannot deduce that the word kosa or its conceptual meaning 

was unknown in this stage ofUpanishadic development for the word occUl's in an earlier passage 

(Tait. Up. 1.4.1). The conceptual meaning is also brought out vividly in the Pai. Up. (2.5) of the 

YV. 

The word iitman used throughout Tait. Up. 3.10.5 must be understood to mean kosas as 

the text comes within the ambit of an anuvrtti (assumed, taken for granted on account of previous 

discussions). It would appear that the word iitman is purposely used in this text in order to show 

the interpenetrating nature of consciousness (iitman) within each kosa. At the fundamentalleve~ 

that is, beyond the empirical workings of the kosas, the iitman forms the substratum of all the 

kosas. 

The kosas have a twofold function. Firstly, as 'coverings' of the atman they have their 

own focus of ego which generates desires for each kosa. Such desires like hunger, thirst, the 
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craving for various types of pleasures, etc., are considered to be manifestations of the ego and not 

the atman which in fact transcends the entire working of the ego. These desires are karma 

generating agents which bind the )Tva to samsara. The ego is therefore an encumbrance for the 

attainment of molcya. This, however, is only one dimension of the paficakosa model. It is a 

dimension which is often stressed leaving researchers with the notion that limitations are the only 

components of the paficakosas. There could be nothing further from the truth. In another 

dimension of the paiicakosas there lies an unusual eschatological profile comp1ising a series of 

liberating mechanisms lodged at each kosa and which when invoked, individually and collectively, 

could transform the bound jiva into a jFvanmukta. It is in this capacity that we discover the 

supreme value of the paficakosas. They contain an intrinsic key to unlock the soul's potential and 

lead it to total emancipation :fi:om sanisara. 

The Ups. contain several interconnected models which reveal diverse pathways to the 

atman. The paficakosa model, apart from being a microcosmic formulation, is one which 

involves the entire psycho-physical being in a holistic sense. One cannot employ a fragmentary 

analysis and study each kda separately. It is only with a pailcakosa topology that each sheath 

may be disentangled, observed, and studied. 

4.4.2 Arrangement of the kosas. 

The paiicakosas are analyzed as follows: the gross physical body or sheath, 

(amzamayakosa), the sheath of prana or vital energy (priinamayakosa), the sheath of the mind 

(manomayakosa), the sheath of the intellect (buddhi, vijfiiinamayakosa), and the sheath of bliss 

(anandamayakosa ). 
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These ~osas, for the purposes of Vedantic classification, are divided into three categories 

(Pai. Up. 2.5) : 

2.4.2.1 Sthiila sarlra (gross body) comprising the annamayakosa. 

2.4.2.2 Sii~nza sarfra or linga sarira (subtle body) comprising the priinamayakola, 

manomayakosa and the vijfiiinamayakosa. 

2.4.2.3 Kara7Ja sarTra (causal body) comprising the cinandanzayakosa. 

Due to each sheath having a different degree of subtlety or 'density' the arrangement is 

such that as they proceed from the outer to the inner nature of man 'the succeeding one fills the 

preceding one' - tena e~a piirnah. (Tait. Up. 2.2.1) They are mentioned as one being inside the 

other like the segments of a collapsible telescope, the physical sheath being the outermost and the 

sheath of bliss being the innermost. The inner sheaths are subtler than the outer and as a fine 

substance pe1meates a denser one, so each 'inner' sheath permeates all the 'outer'. Thus, when it 

is said that the sheath of the vital energy is 'inside' the gross physical body, it actually means that 

the fOimer is subtler than the latter and therefore permeates it. The atman is infinitely subtle. It 

is completely detached from the sheaths while perm~ating them all (Nikhilananda 1968: 91). 

4.4.3 Meditation on the paiicakosas : techniques and reasons. 

In the Tait. Up. there are repeated meditations on the paficakosas. Meditation, in order to 

be successful, must have an intelligible technique, a direction and an ultimate purpose. The 

paficakosa model fulfills these requirements, as we shall presently see, and establishes itself as one 

of the most important formulations for meditation in the sruti texts. 
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The Tait. Up. informs us that the kosas are to be meditated upon as having the images of 

birds. In the ancient Vedic fire sacrifices the altars were usually arranged in the form of a bird, 

such as a hawk, with outstretched wings. These physical altars must have mingled with the 

mystic insights of the seer resulting in a culturally accepted model for inner meditation (Tait. Up. 

2.1.1 ; Radhakrishnan 1980 : 543 ). 

The seeker of the iitman utilized these concentric bird images as the first set of 

psychological tools for his exploration. This symbolism has gained acceptance in the Upanishadic 

period for two main reasons. Firstly, it is a product ofthe fire sacrifices ofthe early Vedic period, 

which evidently, was a familiar sight to the Upanishadic seers. Secondly, the Upanishadic seers 

felt that gross sacrifices should lead to the process of penetration into more subtle levels of 

manifestation which implies a disengagement from grosser levels. 

Each sheath takes on the image of a bird whic~ in tum becomes concentrically arranged in 

the bird patterns with the atman as its focus. The commentators have explained that these are but 

imaginary representations of the kosas. 

The annamayakosa, for example, should be contemplated as the altar of the sacred fire in 

the form of a bird (Tait. Up. 1.2). the head of the human physical body corresponds to the head 

of the bird, the arms to the outstretched wings, the middle portion to the trunk and the remaining 

portions to the tail. 

After 'locating' the annamayakosa the aspirant is then advised to proceed on a journey of 

inward exploration in order to understand the remaining kosas. This process naturally involves a 

special capacity of discrimination (viveka) - the ability to differentiate one kosa from the other. 

The faculty of discrimination must be correctly applied to serve a specific end. Discrimination, for 

example, should not lead to an endless analysis of the kosas. Its fimction lies in a step by step 
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evaluation of each kosa and upon gaining an understanding of each kosa he should move on 

progressively to the anandamayakosa. U1timately, on receding behind these kosas he discovers 

and realizes the iitm.an which in tum sets him free from all the limitations of the paficakosas. He 

becomes a jfvanmukta. 

This form of meditation is also effective in another sense : on account of the ego man has 

the tendency to associate the iitman with one or more of the paficakosas. The body feels that it is 

consciousness and is of paramount impmtance. The other kosas are associated with similar 

thoughts which-are all manifold expressions of the ego (ahankiira). The fundamental purpose of 

this meditation in so far as its technique is concerned is to make the meditator realize, on the one 

hand, that there is a constant separation between each kosa and the atman and, on the other, that 

it is on account of the one iitman alone that all kosas function. 

Furthermore, the kosas represent limited knqwledge. The atman is knowledge itself 

Since limited knowledge, especially if it become solidified, is stubborn, persistent and difficult to 

dispel, the Vedantic teachers have used considerable time and literary effort to explain the 

limitations of each kosa and the need for the aspirant to realize these limitations in contrast with 

the unlimited nature of the atman (Nikhilananda 1968 : 92 ; Shastry 1980 : 384). 

The pmicakosas cannot be totally relegated to a position ofbeing mere fetters that bind 

the }Tva to sanzsara. This view was emphasized in medieval Hinduism with the result that it 

produced a life-negating dimension to religion. Some ofthis thinking persists even to this day. 

However the Neo-Vedantic movements tend to have a life-affirming spirit and as such they 

emphasize the mok?"a-potential of the pmicakosas. 
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4.5 Upanishadic method for raising levels of consciousness. 

The spiritualjoumey in the Tait. Up. is from the gross to the subtle. The commencement 

with the annamayakosa implies the pronounced 'outgoing' nature of the /iVa. The K.a. Up. 

(2.1.1) mentions the limitations of this stage in contrast with the remaining journey to the atman: 

pariifici khani vyatr!Jat svayambhiis 

- - I - -tasmat paran pasyati nantaratman, 

kascid dhTralJ. pratyag-atmimam ai~ad 

avrtta ca~ur amrtatvam icchan 

"The Self (atman) cannot be sought through the senses. 
The Self-existent Lord pierced the openings (of the senses) 
outward; therefore man perceives (things) outwardly, but 
not the inward Self A certain dhira (wise man) desirous of 
immortality, turned his senses (including the mind) inward 
and realize_d the inner Self" 

Commenting on this passage Shankara feels that the Creator cursed or injured the senses 

by turning them outward, hinzsitavan hananain k[tavan (Shankara on K.a. Up. 2.2.2). 

Radhakrishnan (1990 : 630) disagrees with this view and points out that such observations are 

disparaging to the legitimate use of the senses. Furthermore, they lend an unworldly character to 

our work. The Ups. call for the control and not the suppression of the senses. Yet this outgoing 

nature stands in radical contrast to an inner journey. Radhakrishnan (1990 : 630) suggests that 

we must bring about an inversion of the natural orientation of our consciousness. This does not 

make the process unnatural. In fact it is to discover another aspect of human potential. 
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Vivekananda (CWl 1984: 131) makes an unusual departure from the traditional views by 

stating : 

"Some say that by controlling internal nature we control 
everything. Others, that by controlling external nature we 
control everything. Carried to the extreme both are right, 
because in nature there is no such division as internal or 
external. These are fictitious limitations that never existed 
The externalities and internalities are destined to meet at 
the same point , when both reach the extreme of their 

knowledge. Just as a physicist when he pushes his knowledge 
to the limits, finds it melting away into metaphysics, so a 
metaphysician will find that what he calls mind and matter are 
but apparent distinctions, the reality being One. " 

This is one of Vivekananda's unique contributions to Neo-Vedanta. He was the first 

Hindu philosopher in modern times who accepted both the external and internal ways of 

investigation as equally valid means to the realization of the ultimate Reality. He not only saw no 

contradiction between them but found them complimentary (Jitatmananda 1986 : 59). The 

external method of investigation has found favour in particle physics to such an extent that some 

exponents of this branch of science have already developed a world-view akin to that of Vedanta. 

Returning to the pailcakosa model we still notice that there must be some 'leap' from the 

external world ofman to the first step ofhis inner being. The Ka. Up. (1.3.12) mentions reason 

(buddhi) as the impetus for this 'leap': 

e~a sarve~u bhute~u giidho 'tnui na prakiisate 

drsyate tvagryayii buddhya 

su~mayii su!qmadarsibhil} 

"This iitFizan (being} hidden in all beings, is not manifest (to all). 

But (It) can be realized by means of the sharp and subtle reason 

of those who have been trained to inquire into and realize subtle 

truths." 
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The knowledge of the iitman is not apparent to all This passage gives the reason for this 

as being gfu!afJ., 'it is subtle, hidden'. It is a mysterious presence covered by the pa?icakosas, a 

ve1itable 'imprisoned splendour' to borrow a phrase from Robert Browning's Paracelsus. Its 

infinite attractiveness is not realized at the surface experience of empirical thought. It is unknown 

at this level but may be attained by those whose reason is refined or purified (Shankara on Ka. 

Up. 1.3.12). 

Apart fi:om lauding reason as the principle agent that promotes this journey the same Ka. 

Up. (1.2.23) declares, "this Self cannot be attained by reason". Throughout this journey we 

confront paradoxes. When resolved they invariably point to a higher goal. Reconciling these 

Katha Upanishadic paradoxes Vivekananda states (CW7 1972: 100): 

"Religion is above reason, supernatural. Faith is not belief, 
it is the grasp on the ultimate, an illuminatiorz ... 
Stick to your own reason until you reach something higher; 
and you will know it to be higher, because it will not jar with 
reason. . . All religion is going beyond reason but reason 
is the only guide to get there. Instinct is like ice, reason is the 
water aiu:l inspiration is the subtlestjorm ojvapour, one follows 
the other. " 

On understanding the role of reason the Ka. Up. (1.3.13) then gives us another Vedantic 

key to unlock the process of subjective penetration: 

yacchet vak manasTpriijfiah 

tat yacchet jnana atmani 

jf'iiinam iitmani mahati niyacchet 

tat yacchet santa atmani . 
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"Let the priijfia (wise man) merge the speech in the mind, 

the mind in the intellect; let him merge the intellect in the 

cosmic mind, and (finally) merge that cosmic mind in the 

Self of peace (iitman)." 

Tilis concept of merging grosser realizations with subtler ones until the infinitely subtle 

iitman is reached is the Upanishadic technique to explore the subtle world of the human person. 

The Ups. do not give fine details of tills process. For Dasgupta (1992 : 33) "this change of the 

mind from the objective to the subjective does not carry with it in the Upanisads any elaborate 

philosophical discussions, or subtle analysis of mind. It comes there as a matter of direct 

perception, and the conviction with wllich the truth has been grasped cannot fail to impress the 

readers". 

In the concluding part of this meditation the /iva must go beyond all images in the mind, 

all workings of the intellect, and by tills process of abstraction the jlva is rapt above itself and 

flows into God (atman) in whom are peace and fullness. By shutting out all external sensory 

input and emptying it of all distracting thoughts, the mind is enabled to concentrate on its own 

subtlest dimension - the iitnzan (Radhakrishnan 1990 : 628). 

4.6 The annamayakosa. 

The physical body which may be perceived and analyzed by the five senses is the 

annamayakosa (anna meaning food). It is so designated because it is the product of food, lives 

on food, and dies without food. It is also said to be 'filled with the . essence of 

food'(annarasamaya) (Tait. Up. 2.2.5). 
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4.6.1 Vedantic view of the annamayakosa. 

The physical body is so predominant in our consciousness that it is often assumed to be 

the only body we have. The siilqma sarTra and the kGraiJa sarTra are largely ignor~d. Vedanta 

teaches that this sensate culture, in which the physical body is the focus is the cause of stagnation 

- an incapacity to explore and use the larger potential in man. 

Being identified with the physical body the }tva experiences the external universe. This is 

the position in the waking state of human beings. There are , however, times when this 

experience is shut off. When the )Tva recedes from body-consciousness in the dream sleep state 

the external universe is closed to its consciousness. 

Shankara states, "Know this gross body to be like a house to the householder, on which 

rests man's entire dealing with the etemal world" (VC 90). Just as the physical body serves as 

the medium ofwak.ing experience, so does the subtle.body (su~ma sarlia) serve as a medium of 

dream expelience and the causal body (karana sarlra) as the medium of dreamless sleep 

experience (Satprakashananda 1981 : 50). 

According to the Vedantic classification the five organs of perception (jfiana indrryas) 

(i.e. ears, skin, eyes, tongue, and nose) and the five organs of action (karma indrryas) (i.e. mouth, 

hands, feet and the organs of evacuation and procreation), by which we deal with the external 

world, are evidently located in the physical body. But these bodily organs are not complete in 

themselves. 11l.ey have their mental counterparts. 

Shimkara's view is that the physical body is composed of seven ingredients - marrow, 

bone, fat, flesh, blood, skin, and cuticle, and consisting of the following limbs and their parts -

legs, thighs, chest, arms, the back and the head. He also adds that it is the seat of delusion in 

which the ego-sense of ' I and mine' are operative (VC 72-73). Shankara' s classification is broad 
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and is only meant to serve as a means to locate and grasp the nature of the annamayakosa. It is 

not a study in ~atomy. 

It must be pointed out that there are times when Shankara speaks disparagingly about the 

physical body. This is his technique to jolt the aspirant's mind out ofbody-consciousness. The 

Ups. recognize the uniqueness of the human body and extol its spiritual features in several 

passages. The Ka. Up. (2.2.1) refers to the gross body as 'the city with eleven gates': 

puram ekiidasa - dvO.ram ajasyiivakra - cetasah ' 

anusfhaya na socati vimuktasca vimucyate. 

There is a city with eleven gates belonging to the unborn one of 
unwavering consciousness (titman). He who meditates 
on Him grieves no more. Released (from the bonds of ignorance, 
desire, karma, etc.) he becomes free. " 

The eleven gates of the annamayakosa are the two eyes, two ears, two nostrils, mouth the 

reproductive and excretory organs, the naval and the opening on the crown of the head (saggital 

suture). These orifices have a special relevance in this aspect of Hindu eschatology. It is said that 

the jFva upon attaining molqa departs from the orifice known as the vidrti (corresponding to the 

anatomical saggital suture) leaving the physical behind. Souls ()Tvas) that are yet to attain molqa 

depart from other orifices (Satprakashananda 1981 : 50 ; Radhakrishnan 1990 : 636). The BG 

( 4.13) has enumerated 'nine gates'. The important point in this enumeration, be it eleven or nine 

'gates', is to see the atman as the focus ofthis 'city' ofthe annamayakosa. It is on accouut of 

the iitman that the body functions, just as the king's presence in his capital makes the city 

functional. The Ups. thus stress the unique qualities of the human body as an apt vehicle for 

molqa (Ai. Up. 1.3.3). 
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4.6.2 Location of the iitman in the annamayakosa. 

From ancient times consciousness has been associated with the brain or the heart. 

Charaka and Susmta, the chief medical authorities of ancient India, regarded the heart as the seat 

of consciousness. Aristotle held a similar view. In the Yoga school as well as in the Tantric 

writings the seat of consciousness is the brain (Seal 1915 : 218-219). There are some differences 

m VIews. 

The Vedanta is clear on this issue (Ka. Up. 2.3.17): 

a?lgu~{hanuitral} puru~o 'antanitma 

sadti jancmam h_rdaye saimivi~!a~ 

1am svac charirat pravrhen mufijad 

ivet"Tkiim dhairyena 

tam vidyac chula-am amrtam tam 

vidyiic chuh'am amrtam. 

"The puru~a (or atman) the size of a thumb, the inner Self, 
abides always in the hearts of men. Him one should draw out 
(locate) with skill, from the body, (as one may do the wind 
from the reed). Him one should know as the pure, the immortal, 
yea, Him one should know as the pure, the immortal. " 

The Ups. are at great pains to explain that the iiiman is not a gross entity located in the 

region of the physical heart. The physical heart is simply the centre of our being, the focal point 

of meditation, where the seat of consciousness ( iitnzan) is located with reference to the structures 

ofthe annamayakda. 
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4.6.3 Annamayakosa : physiological basis for mok~a. 

The Ups. and indeed later Hinduism are unanimous in stating that mo~a is the privilege of 

human life. 'Man is well formed, indeed. Man is truly fit for righteous deeds.' (Ai. Up. 1.2.3) 

The Srimad Bhagavatam (11.9.29) urges man to utilize the human body for mo!qa: 

"The wise man having after many births obtained this 
extremely rare human body, which though delicate is 
yet conducive to man's Supreme Good, should forthwith 
strive for moksa before the body, which is always subject 
to death, chances to fall away; for sense-enjoyment is 
obtainable in any body. " 

While the Upanishadic seers and several subsequent teachers emphasized the value ofthe 

human body this area of interest is by no means exhausted. The horizons of knowledge have an 

unusual potential for expansion and with the passage of time even the human body becomes an 

object of review and re-evaluation. 

Modern neurology has pointed out that from the stage of the higher mammals to man 

nature has been developing and perfecting the mechanism of a built-in equilibrium, thermostatic to 

begin with and homeostatic later. Walter (1953 : 16 ) draws our attention to t~e following 

observations in neurology : 

The acquisition of internal temperature control, thermostasis, 
was a supreme event in neural, indeed in all natural history. 
It made possible the survival of mammals on a cooling globe. 
This was its general importance in evolution. Its particular 
importance is that it completed, in one section of the brain, 
an automatic syste'!z ofstabilizationfor the vita/functions of 
the organism - a condition known as homeostasis. With this 
arrangement, other parts of the brain are left free for functions 
not immediately related to the vital engine or the senses, for 
functions surpassing the wonders of homeostasis itself" 

After hinting at the above potential of the human brain Walter (1953 : 16) says that this 

potential is epitomized in a famous saying of the French physiologist Claude Bernard : La fixite 
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du milieu interieur est Ia condition de Ia vie fibre. (A fixed interior milieu is the condition 

necessary for the free life) . . 

Developing this theory further Walter (1953 : 16) states: 

"Those who had the privilege of sitting under Sir Joseph Barcroft 
at Cambridge owe much to him for his explanation of this dictum 
and its application to physiological research. We might otherwise 
have been scoffers ,-for "the free life" is not a scientific expression. 
He translates the sayings into simple questions and guided us to the 
answers. 
"What has the organism gained", he asked, "by the constancy of 
temperature, constancy ofhydrogen-ion concentration, constancy 
of water, constancy of sugar, constancy of oxygen, constancy of 
calcium and the rest?" With his gift for quantitative expression, 
it was all in the day's work for him to demonstrate the individual 
intricacies of the various exquisitely balancedfeedback mechanisms. 
But I recall in his manner a kind of modest trepidation, as if he feared 
we might ridicule his flight offancy, when he gave us this illustration 
of homeostasis and its peculiar virtue : 
' "How often have I watched the ripples on the surface of a still lake 
made by a passing boat, noted their regularity and admired the patterns 
formed when two such ripple -systems meet,- .. . . but the lake must be 
calm . . . . To look for high intellectual development in a milieu whose 
properties have not become stabilized, is to seek . . . ripple- patterns on 
the surface of the stormy Atlantic."' 

Homeostasis as a fixed interior milieu is not an end in itself It is just a prerequisite for life 

forging ahead to higher and higher physical and psychological evolutionary levels. The highest 

level to be reached is the perfect freedom of the human soul (nzo~a) (Ranganathananda 1987 : 

219 ). Walter (1953 : 16) feels that the physical homeostasis of organic evolution is the 

physiological basis of mo~a: 

'And once again, as new horizons open, we become aware of old 
landmarks. The experience of homeostasis, the perfect mechanical 
calm which it allows the brain, has been known for two or three 
thousand years, under various appellations. It is the physiological 
aspect of all the perfectionist faiths - nirvana, the abstraction of the 
Yogi, the peace that passeth understanding, the derided, "happiness 
that lies within",- it is a state of grace in which disorder and disease 
are mechanical slips and errors. ' 
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The above obsetvations have been added to this research on account of the encouraging 

number of explorations now being undertaken with an inter-disciplinary approach. This permits 

new vistas of knowledge to open up on a single subject adding new light and indeed a fresh spirit 

to our existing knowledge. The annamayakda may have a plethora of mysteries which we are 

yet to see. 

4.6.4 AnnaJ!layakosa- an ephemeral object. 

Dependent upon food for its existence the annamayakosa endures as long as it can 

assimilate nourishment. It obeys the laws of nature and exhibits ephemeral qualities pertaining to 

weight, colour, form, strength, etc. The Upanishadic teachers are at great pains to stress the 

transitory nature of the body in contrast with the self-existent and external nature of the atman. 

As such they point out that the sensate individual, ignorant of spiritual values, identifies himself 

completely with the body; the book-learned consider themselves a combination of body, mind and 

the Self (iitman); but the sages endowed with discrimination, know the atman as utterly distinct 

from the body, mind, and ego (Nikhilananda 1968 : 92). Thus we notice a progressive 

ontological development, the final phase of which lies in the concept of mo~a. 

Two distinct schools of thought have developed regarding the annamayakosa. Shankara 

and the proponents of medieval Hinduism have a strong tendency to speak disparagingly about 

the physical body. They consider it to be one of the main causes of misery and repeated births, 

and deaths (safnsiira). Consider, for example, the following view of Shankara (VC 87) : 

"This gross body is to be deprecated for it consists of 
skin, flesh, blood, arteries and veins, fat, marrow and 
bones, and is full of other offensive things. " 

Understandably, Shankara uses this approach to wean the aspirant away from body-

consciousness to a larger spiritual awareness. Critics, however, feel that he has been too harsh in 
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his judgement of the body. Furthermore, this posture has suffused medieval Hinduism with a 

sense of otherworldliness. 

Vivekananda on the other hand departs from this long-standing tradition and in so doing 

he brings yet another dimension to Neo-Vedanta (CW6 1978: 4): 

"I do not mean that those who want to search after truth 
through external nature are wrong, nor those who want 
to search after truth through internal nature are higher. 
These are two modes of procedure. Both of them must 
live; both of them must be studied; and in the end we 
shall find that they meet. We shall see that neither is the 
body antagonistic to the mind, nor the mind to the body, 
although we find many persons who think that this body 
is nothing. In old times, every country was full of people 
who thought this body was only a disease, a sin, or 
something of that kind. Later on, however, we see how, 
as it was taught in the Vedas, this body melts into the 
mind, and the mind into the body. " 

Apart from Vivekananda many other eminent. philosophers and theologians of the Neo-

Vedantic era, like the seers of the Ups., have taken a more positive view of the annamayakosa. 

Its potential for mo~a must be emphasized rather than its limitations for samsara. The Neo-

Vedantic approach lies in its life-affirming attitude. 

4. 7 The prii!Jamayakosa. 

Before attempting a definition of the priil"}amayakosa it is essential to know the meaning 

of pni1,za. Several translators have used different words in their endeavours to capture the spirit 

of 'priiJ.za' : vital force, vital air, life-force, bio-energy, etc. Read together these definitions give 

us a clearer picture of priiJ.za. Yet, to these word-meanings, it is necessary to juxtapose the 

Upanishadic spirit of priil"}a. Here priina is identified with brahman. This identification is there 

to show that brahman is the ultimate life-force which sustains everything. Brahman· is the. spirit 

of pra~za and so no formulation of a meaning would be complete without this dimension in place. 
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For Vivekananda (CWl 1984: 146-147)pr~a is the vital force, the background energy 

of the universe which produces all other manifestations of energy and force. "It is the pra!JG that 

is manifesting as motion; it is the priir;a that is manifesting as gravitation, as magnetism. It is the 

prci~1a that is manifesting as the actions of the body, as the nerve cwTents, as thought force. From 

thought down to the lowest force, everything is but a manifestation of pra7Ja. The sum total of all 

the forces in the universe, mental or physica~ when resolved back to their original ~ate is called 

pra7Ja." 

Prana pervades all bodies from the unicellular orgamsm to the cosmic body 

(hira~zyagarbha). "He (priirJ.a) is equal to a grub, equal to a gnat, equal to an elephant, equal to 

these three worlds, equal to the universe" (Br. Up. 1.3.22). Thus we find that pra!Ja pervades 

the entire empirical universe. There is a mutual interdependence between the macrocosmic prii!Ja 

and its microcosmic counterpa1t. 

Applied to the individua~ prii!Ja is a more specific entity. It is limited to the shape of the 

human frame. It is an 'interdependent' energy, a vital force without which the body made of 

anna, food, ruies up (Br. Up. 5. 12). Priina is seen in this context not as brahman, but a more 

limited principle oflife, since if food is not obtained, then the pni!Ja departs from the body. There 

is also a mutual interdependence between food and prii!Ja in the )Tva. In fact food sustains prill.za. 

The Tait. Up. which uses the image of a bird to describe the physical body gives a similar 

account for the pra~zamayakosa (Tait. Up. 2.3.1). Commenting on this passage Shankara states 

that the prii~wmayakosa and the other three infilling kosas are not actually made up of a head and 

so on, yet as the molten metal poured into a mould takes the form of that mould, so the 

pra7Jamayakosa and the other kosas which lie within the annamayakosa may be imagined to be 
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moulded after the latter (Shankara on Tait. Up. 2.3.1 ). Such a representation indicates that the 

priit,zamayakosa permeates the annamayakosa. 

4.7.1 The five divisions of the praJJamayakosa. 

In the Pr. Up. (3.1) it is recounted how priina is born of the iitman (iitman e~a prii~zo 

jayate ). As in the case of a person there is his shadow, so this pra~za is the shadow of the iitman. 

The Pr. Up. (3 .2-16) then proceeds to enumerate the fivefold functions of the priiJ.za which work 

due to the immediate presence of the atman. 

The five praJJas and their functions are enumerated as follows : pra!Ja, apana, vyiina, 

udana, and samiina, viz. the vital force which rises upwards (prii~za); that which moves 

downwards (apana); that by which these two are held (vyana); that which carries the grosser 

material of food to apiina and brings the subtler material to each limb (samiina) and that which 

brings up or cani.es down what has been drunk or eaten (udana) (Grimes 1989 : 264). While the 

foregoing translations are more literal in nature there are, however, more specific functions of the 

pral'}as, which upon evaluation would lend more vivid definitions to these words. 

In the context of this division pral'}a is the vital force operative in the lungs and heart. It is 

responsible for respiration and circulation. It also activates all other divisions of the pra~za. 

Apana functions below the heart and helps in the elimination of waste matter. Samiilza is located 

in the digestive organs and is involved in the assimilation of food and drink. Vyana (lit. the 

pervading one) is designated so because it pervades the entire body and operates on the nerves. It 

regulates pra~za and apana as their nexus. It is responsible for speech and work of great strength 

(Pr. Up. 3.2-16; Satprakashananda 1981 : 106). 
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The udana has a special relevance to eschatology. The udana functions upward from the 

feet to the head. It promotes growth, height, and maintains the bodily heat. At the time of 

physical death the annamayakosa drops away. This process is achieved by the udana directing 

the other kosas out of one of the eleven gates (Ka. Up. 2.2.1). This prana then leads the kosas 

to whatever region (takas) their karmas would take them to. The following passage gives an 

overview of this goal (Pr. Up. 3. 7) : 

athaikayordhva udana~ 

puuye!la pw:zyalokain nayati 

piipena piipam ubhabhyiim 

eva manu~ya-lokam. 

"Now then udiina, when it is in its upward movement, 
leads to a virtuous world as a result of virtue, ·to an evil 
world as a result of sin, and to the human world as a 
result of both. " 

Thus, from an overall picture we glean that prana pervades the entire annamayakosa and 

functions in a direct way with all the anatomical structures and physiological processes. While all 

five p!'a~zas function in an interconnected manner it is the udiina that is responsible for the death 

process. 

4.7.2 The priinas and niid[s : eschatological significance. 

The term narji is another Sanskrit word which is difficult to render into English. 

According to Dasgupta (1952 : 345) 'they (niicf.Fs) are some kind of ducts, through which blood 

and other secretions flow, and many of these are extremely fine, being about a thousandth part of 

87 



a hair in breadth." Furthermore, the Ups. state that these niicfis are filled with white, blue, yellow, 

green and red fluids (Br. Up. 4.3.20). 

As Satprakashananda (1977 : 106) points out that the analysis of the human system by the 

medical authorities of ancient India is rather psycho-physiological than anatomical. Tb.is may be 

one of the reasons why their physiological or anatomical terms do not correspond with those of 

modem medical science. He further adds that niirj{s within this context means "a vital channel of 

transportation or communication in the psycho-physical system". 

Since these narj[s originate in the region of the heart some· translators have rendered them 

as 'a1teiies'. Radhakiishnan has translated them as 'arteries' in some texts and 'veins' in others. 

However, he leaves no doubt that 'arteries' and 'veins' are elements beyond the gross blood-

vessels. 

Vivekananda uses the term 'nerve fibres' but makes it abundantly clear that by 'nerves' he 

does not mean the physical anatomical structures of the 'nerves'. Furthermore, he states that 

these 'nerve fibres' are 'channels through which afferent and efferent currents travel.' They are 

channels in which pranic energy and mental impulses travel (CWl 1984 : 1963 ). 

These niirjis form a network throughout the body (Pr. Up. 3.6): 

hrdy hy e~a iitmii, atraitad ekasatam nap,lniim, 

tiisam satam satam ekaikasyam dwisaptatir 

dviisaptatih pratisakhii narj[ sahasriiJ.zi bhavanti 

iisu vyiinas carati. 

"This subtle body (associated with the atman) is surely in the 
heart. There are a hundred and one of the (chief) nerves there. 
Each of them has a hundred divisions. Each branch is divided 
into seventy-two thousand sub-branches. Within them moves 
the diffused vital force (vyiina)." 
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At the time of the physical death of the individual the udana pra~1a directs the remaining 

kosas through the respective niirji to one of the 'eleven gates' which would form the exit for the 

subtle kdas. In the case of an enlightened seer this exit is made through the su~umnii niidl and 

out through the vidrti apertme on the crown ofthe head (Mai. Up. 6.21). For such a soul his 

microcosmic kosas merge with their macrocosmic counterparts. He is thus free from births and 

deaths (sainsara). 

For the unenlightened soul the subtle kosas, directed by their karmas and the force of the 

udana, move along other nad{s and depart from one ofthe other 'gates'. The Ka. Up. (2.3.16) 

states: 

satam caikiz ca hrdayasya narjyas 

tasiim murdhiinam abhinihsrtaikii 

tayordhvam iiyann amrtatvam eti 

vi~vahh iinya utkramar;e bhavanti 

"The nerves of the heart are a hundred and one in number,· 
One of them leads up to the crown of the head Going upward 
through that nerve one gets immortality. The others that have 
different directions become the cause of death (i.e. samsara, 
births and deaths)." 

Thus we notice that of all the manifestations of prar;a the udcina has an important place in 

the paficakosa scheme of eschatology. 

4. 7.3 PriilJa in alternate states of consciousness. 

Apart from the superconscious state (turTya) which transcends all kosas the Ups. speak of 

the waking state (jiigrat), the dream state (svapna) and the dreamless sleep state (su~upti). 

PraJJa functions in the latter three states. 
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The waking state is experienced by au awareness of the annamayakosa. It is the praJ:ws 

which vitalize- this kosa. The dream state is experienced by the subtle body (prti~zamaya, 

manomaya and vijfitinamaya kosas). During dream sleep the pra7Jas still function at the bodily 

level since respiration, digestion etc. are still being canied out. Dreamless sleep occurs at the 

level of the iinandamayakosa. Even here it is the prii7Ja that assists in bringing about this state. 

Different Ups. give various angles of explanation for the functioning of the pra!Jas in these 

states. The Sub. Up. (4.1) informs us that there are ten hollows in the region of the heart. Again, 

this does not refer to the physical heart. In these hollows are established the chief prii!Jas. When 

the flow of the jTvas mind is yoked with prii!Ja such a condition makes the person experience a 

state of consciousness in which he sees vast open scenes of rivers and cities. '!?is prii~za is 

obviously functioning through certain narfis associated with this state. Likewise when this 

attention is yoked to vyana the person has visions of gods and seers. When yoked with apana he 

sees semi-divine and even evil beings. When yoked with udana he sees the heavenly worlds and 

their deities. When yoked with samana he sees the heavenly world with wealth of all kinds (Sub. 

Up. 4.1 ; Radhakrishnau 1990 : 867 - 868). These states of consciousness form a vast potential 

for exploration, especially in the field ofparapsychology. The Ups. , however, caution us that all 

these states of consciousness, however gratifYing they may be to the )Tva, are in no way akin to 

the goal (turrya). They are only mile-stones on a journey to spi.J.itual enlightenment. 

4.7.4 Reasons for the study of the prii!J.amayakosa. 

From the foregoing study it can be gleaned that the prii!Jamayakosa has some useful 

eschatological elements lodged within it. The functions of the naqi[s and the udiina have a special 

relevance to moksa. 
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It is evident from literaty sources that the Upanishadic era and even its subsequent period 

produced thinkers who considered the body as the ultimate Reality. Likewise, there were 

philosophers who considered prii~za or one of the other kosas to be the ultimate life principle. 

This plurality of consciousness must have been a vexing problem to the Upanishadic seers. The 

Tait. Up. spares no effort in pointing out that the kosas are not consciousness (iitman), they only 

reflect consciousness. 

In keeping with this line of argument Shankara is of the view that the pranamayakosa is to 

be studied as an entity dwelling in the annamayakosa. When the idea that the pranamayakosa is 

the life princip~e (iitman) is deeply ingrained the illusion that the body is one's iitman disappears. 

Then there arises the conviction that the annamayakosa is the body, and the priinamayakosa is 

one's own Self (iitman) dwelling in that body, there being no room for two selves. Through this 

technique the pranamayakosa will serve to prove that the body is not consciousness (iitman) 

(Shankara on Tait. Up. 3.3.1). Radhakrishnan (1990 : 555) states 'from materialism we pass into 

vitalism' . This process of discrimination is followed with respect to the other kosas. 

4.8 The manomayakosa. 

Prak(ti or primordial nature comprises matter vibrating at different intensities.· The . 

annamayakosa vibrates at a gross level. The manas (mind), also an integral part of prak(ti, 

vibrates at a more subtle level. For Vive)cananda, ''the mind and body are like two layers in the 

same substance, moving at different rates of speed. Relatively, one being slower and the other 

quicker." (CW1 1984: 299). The mind is made ofthe subtle essence of food (Ch. Up. 6.5.1.): 
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Annamditam tredhii vidhiyate, 

tasya yaJ:t sthavi~tf?.o dhiitus tat pur~am bhavati, 

yo madhyamas tan miimsam, 

yo 'IJ.i~thas tan manafl. 

"Food when eaten becomes divided into three parts. What is 
its grossest ingredient becomes faeces,· its middle ingredient 
becomes flesh; and its subtlest portion becomes the mind " 

In this approach food is analyzed into three constituent parts consisting of refuse matter 

rejected by the organism, nutritive ingredients assimilated by the physiological system and the 

subtle essence which goes to make up the mind (manas). The Ups. mention that the subtle 

essence enters the heart and then moves into the fin.e niitj.!s like the hitii na(il and sustains the 

senses and their basis, the mind (Br. Up. 4.3.20 ; Swahananda 1980 : 432) 

It is important to note here that the Vedic conception of the mind is materialistic. 

Shankara (on Ch. Up. 6.5.1) argues that the mind being produced by food is materia~ elemental 

and not impartible and eternal. 

A significant Sanskrit term for the mind is antaJ}.karm.w (the internal instrument). This 

defines the position of the mind and also informs us that it is an instrument functioning due to the 

consciousness of the atman present in it. 

Shankara (on Tait. Up. 2.2.1) states that the manomayakosa is an aggregate of vrttis 

(thought impressions) such as desires, fancies etc. These aggregates are enumerated as follows 

(Br. Up 1.5.3) : 

92 



"Desire, determination, doubt, faith, lack of faith, 
steadfastness, lack. of steadfastness, shame, intelligence, 
fear, all this is truly mind. " 

The above vrttis comprise a sample of the elements that go to make up the 

manomayakosa. Other Ups. refer to added qualities as well (Mait. Up. 3.5). The mind is said to 

be infinite on account ofits countless modifications (anantam vai manaf:J) (Br. Up. 3.1.9). 

For Radhak.rishnan (1990 : 555) manas is 'rudimentary mind'. It is a pool of thought 

possibilities that is yet to evolve into intellectuality. "Men with conflicting desires, divided ~ds, 

oppressed by dualities are not the final products of evolution" (Radhak.rishnan 1990 : 555). This 

is the level of the mind identified as manas. In modern terms we may divide the mind into two 

divisions: volitional and cognitive. The manomayakosa with its five organs of perception (vision, 

audition, touch, taste and smell ) is the volitional aspect of the mind while the vijfianamayakosa 

which is responsible for discrimination and decision-making is the cognitive mind. 

4.8.1 Role of the manomayakosa in eschatology. 

Since the manas is directly connected with the sense organs it is this connection which is 

responsible for the condition of the mind. The vrttis, such as desires, untruth, violence etc., which 

are uuconducive to mo~a should be controlled and eliminated. The manas is transformed by the 

help of useful seuso1y input. The Ch. Up. (7.2.6.2) states: 

ahiira-suddhan sattva-suddhif:l, 
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sattva-suddhan dhruvii smrti!J., 

smrti-lainbhe sarva-granthlniiriz vipramo~a~; 

tasmai mrdita-ka~iiyiiya tamasafi. piiram 

dadayati bhagaviin sanatkuniirah 

"When "the impressions gathered by the sense-organs are pure 
the mind becomes pure; when the mind is pure, the memory (of 
one's divine nature) becomes constant; when this memory is 
attained, one becomes completely freed from all bandages." 

Thus we find that the condition of the manomayakosa should develop into a repository of 

vrttis that would facilitate spiritual growth. Such a manomayakosa is a catalyst for moksa. 

Imagination (vikalpa), which occurs within. the ambit of manas, is another useful 

psychological tool for the correct production of spiritual vrttis. In the lower order of animals we 

do not come across any form of imagination akin to that of human beings. The nearest creature 

to us, the chimpanzee, cannot retain an image long enough to reflect on it, however clever it may 

be in learning tricks or getting food that is beyond its natural reach. The brain of the lion, tiger, 

rhinoceros, and other powerful animals also lack the mechanism of imagination, or we should not 

be here to discuss the matter (Walter 1953 : 2) It is only at the human level that the manas, 

guided by the intellect, is capable of developing vrttis through the correct use of imagination. 

Mo~a is not imagination; imagination can se1ve as a useful vehicle for attaining mo~a. 

Furthermore, imagination can serve as the vehicle to achieve new breakthroughs to patterns of 

spiritual thought in the manas that would represent a comprehensive picture of human destiny 

and the techniques for its realization. 
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4.9 The Vijiianamayakosa. 

The vijfiiinamayakosa (lit. the sheath of the intellect or buddhi) has been given a place of 

justified merit in the Vedanta. A well developed intellect is an unfailing guide in both temporal 

and spiritual matters. Conceptually, buddhi means right determination or decision without doubt 

or even the slightest wavering of thoughts. Its intrinsic quality is conviction. It includes reason 

and understanding. It represents the capacity of discrimination between right and wrong, between 

the real and the apparent, between the etemal and the non-etemal, between the paiicakosas and 

the atman (Satprakashananda 1981 : 81 ; Nikhilananda 1987 : 87). 

The Ups. have separated the functions of the mind from that of the intellect. ''Verily 

different from and within that which consists of mind is the sel£: consisting of the intellect 

(vijfiiina). By that (intellect) this (mind) is filled" (Tait. Up. 2.4.1). The Ka. Up. (1.3.3-9) uses 

an image of a chariot to depict the functions of the buddhi. The buddhi is the charioteer driving 

the chariot of the body, of which the atman is the master, towards mo~a, by holding the rein of 

the mind and guiding the organs, the horses through the sensory world. 

When a range ofthought possibilities is formed at the level ofmanas it is the intellect that 

analyses the mental data and arrives at a decision. Furthermore, the intellect has the capacity to 

control thoughts. It must hold itself above the vrttis and watch them before it can restrain them 

This is another special feature of the intellect. The buddhi serves as the most effective instrument 

ofself-upliftment (BG 6.5): 

''A person should lift the (lower) self by the (higher) self 
(through buddhi) and not degrade the self For, verily, 
this self is the friend of the self and the self is the joe of 
the self" 
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A dissipated mind and a poor intellect are impediments in the formation of a strong will. 

But a mind and intellect, finn and enlightened like a 'flame kept in a windless spot', are the 

intrinsic qualities of an indomitable will that is necessary for mo~a. The Ch. Up. (3.14.1) 

mentions the eschatological significance ofthe will: 

Now, verily a person consists of will. According to the will 
a person has in this world, so does he become on departing 
hence. Let him, therefore, form .his will. " 

The most difficult task of the intellect is to direct the thought processes towards molcya. 

'With respect to each sense organ there are attachment and aversion to its object. Yet one 

should not yield to them, because they are enemies on one's way" (BG 3.34). 

Upon directing the attention of the sense organs within, it then becomes the function of 

the buddhi to locate the paficakosas, individually and.collectively, and finally to move onto the 

technique of transcending the kosas. The supreme truths are neither the rigid conclusions of 

logical reasoning nor the intellectual affumations of the secular intellect. Intellectual truth is only 

one of the doors to the outer precincts ofmofG?a (Aurobindo 1971 : 124). 

Shankara (VC 185) brings out the limitations of the vijfiiinamayakosa: 

"This vijfiiinamayakosa, which seems to be invested with 
the power of consciousness, is a modification ofprakrti 
(primordial nature). It is endowed with the function of 
h1owledge and always wholly identifies itself with the 

body, organs, etc. 

The samsaiic quality of the vijilCinamayakosa is its constant habit ofbeing associated with 

body-consciousness to the exclusion of the atman. Its supreme relevance in eschatology is that it 

is the natural tool for a more glo1ious life in the Spirit. 
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Its relevance is borne out by the prayer in the Tait. Up. (1.1.1) in which the teacher says, 

medhaya sprunatu, 'may He invigorate us with intelligence'. According to Sharvananda (1957 : 

36) medha means intelligence and mental power, especially tenacious memory. The aspirant 

must be able to concentrate his thoughts on a given object and keep it uninterruptedly in a field of 

attention. In fact this power of attention is the essence of all education (secular and spiritual). 

The mind should be gripped by a single aim and it should once and for all cease to wander among 

manifold and endless thoughts. 

4.10 The iinandamayakosa. 

Finer than the sheath of intelligence and even filling that sheath is the sheath of bliss 

(anandamayakosa) (Tait. Up. 2.5.1). This bliss sheath is not to be confused with the supreme 

bliss of the atman. The tinandamayakosa is a modification ofprakrti. Due to its close proximity 

to the atman it reflects one of the main 'qualities' attributed to the iitman, viz., bliss. 

The chief features of this sheath are pleasure and rest. Pleasure is expe1ienced when one 

comes into contact with an agreeable object or event. In a karmic sense pleasure is the outcome 

of good actions. All these encounters and actions create subtle vrttis which gather to form a 

repository in the iinandamayakosa. 

However, the fullest manifestations of this sheath is experienced in deep sleep (dreamless 

sleep) when one is totally unconscious of suffe1ing of any kind. After waking from deep sleep a 

person remarks that he slept happily. A partial manifestation is known in the waking state when 

the senses come into contact with pleasant objects, or in dream sleep due to the dream encounter 

with pleasant and agreeable objects (VC 207- 208 ; Nikhilananda 1987: 89). 
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In all hierarchical set-ups the lower or grosser manifestations are strengthened by their 

wlion with the higher. In the mWldane sense the physical and subtle bodies find limited fu1fillment 

in the anandamayakosa on accoilllt of the happiness and rest they derive from it. The conscious 

anticipation of joy is a psychological element inherent in human life. To this extent the 

anandamayakosa fulfills temporal needs. 

While one school of thinkers accepts the iinandamayakosa as part of prakrti there are 

others who readily oppose this view and identify the anandamayakosa with the atman or 

brahman. Radhakrishnan, for example, feels that the author of the Brahma Sutras ( 1. 1.12-19) 

identifies the cmandamayakosa with brahman. The Tait. Up. however presents this sheath as 

being separate from brahman. The iinandamayakosa is responsible for relative bliss while 

absolute bliss is brahman alone. The VP (8.1) states : 

Happiness is of two kinds- relative and absol11te. Of these 
relative happiness is a particular manifestation of a modicum 
of bliss caused by differences in the mental mode generated 
by a contact with pleasant objects . . . Absolute bliss is 
brahman alone. " 

The eschatological significance of the iinandamayakosa is that it provides this approach 

with a much-needed subtle degree of abstraction that leads the search to the gateway of the 

at man. 

4.11 The Gayatri mantra, the paiicakosas and the lokas. 

One of the most popular and well used mantras of the Hindus ( including S~uth African 

Hindus) is the Gayatrl (RV 3.62.10) which is an inspired composition of sage Viivamitra : 

aum bhiir bhuvah svah 

tat savitur vare(lyam 

98 



bhargo devasya dhTmahi 

dhiyo yo nah prachodayiit 

"Oh Supreme brahman (represented by aum), the creator of 

the universe (i.e. the three lokas-bhilr, bhuvafi. and svaJ:z), I 

meditate on Thy adorable glory which is fit to be worshipped; 

the embodiment of knowledge and light (savitri), the remover 

of all sins and ignorance. May Thou illumine and guide our 

faculties (towards mo~a)" 

Millions of Hindus repeat this prayer dming their daily sandhya. Etymologically 

considered sandhyii is a compound word made up of san (perfect or complete) and dhyii 

(meditation). Hence, sandhya is a 'complete' or holistic meditation on the ever perfect God. In 

this meditation the Gayatri mantra is chanted ( Vidyamava 1979: 32). 

Shubhauarayanan ( 1975: 25), in interpreting .Aurobindo's view of the subtle body, states 

that the annamayakosa of one's being is connected with the corresponding sheaths of other 

beings, forming the bhuvarloka. In the same way the manomayakosa and vijiiiinamayakosa of 

the individual is connected with their larger counterparts to form the swarloka. 

By articulating (i.e. chanting and contemplating upon the meaning) of the Gayatn mantra 

one is asked to tune one's physical, vital and mental kosas to such a degree so as to make them 

vibrate in accordance with their larger counterparts. This technique produces an expansion of 

consciousness, a movement from a limited and fragmented view of each kosa to a more universal 

and holistic vision. Tills ~xpansion of awareness should not stop at the level of the lokas but 

should be taken to its logical conclusion which is to transcend the kosas and lokas resulting in 

brahman-consciousness or mok$a (Shubhanarayanan 1975 : 25 ; Vidyarnava 1979: 36 ). 
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The above meditation within the framework of the pai'icakosas and lokas is significant in 

that it leads one from an ego-bound individualism to a larger group identity and then onto an 

expanded spiritual awarene.ss. 

4.12 The pancakosas, karma and reincarnation. 

The word karma is derived from the root kri, to do or to act. The doctrine of karma and 

rebirth forms an important part of the Upanishadic teachings and has exerted the greatest practical 

influence upon Hindu society up to the present day. This doctrine, formulated in the Upanishadic 

period, is a response to the quest for knowledge of the hereafter. It also explained for the Hindus 

the inequality between one person and another at the time of birth and gave them reasons to 

believe in a moral foundation of the universe, in which virtue is, in the long run, rewarded and 

iniquity punished. The doctrine of karma and rebirth is certainly an original contribution of 

Hinduism to the philosophical thought of the world (Nikhilananda 1989 : 27 ). 

One of the earliest conceptual definitions of karma is to be found in the Br. Up. ( 4.4.6) : 

"According as one acts, according as one behaves, 
so does he become. The doer of good becomes good, 
the doer of bad becomes evil. One becomes virtuous 
by virtuous action, bad by bad action. " 

On analysis the Upanishadic seers found that desires were the root cause of karma (Br. 
Up. 4.4.6): 

"Man is indeed filled with desire (klima). As is his desire 
so is his resolution (kratu) and so is the deed (karma) he does. 
As is his action so is the result he reaps. " 
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Desire is the root of empirical existence (sarizsiira mula) and is responsible for taking the 

fiva through cycles of births and deaths to work out the results of karma. The only solution to 

sarizsiira is molqa. 

However, the different types of karmas must be analyzed in order to see the larger 

workings ofthis doctrine. 

4.12.1 Safzcltita karma. 

This is the accumulated karma, the stored up latent impressions of the past that will work 

itself out in a future life or lives. Vivekananda (CW2 346) explains the workings of this karma: 

"Every thought that we think, every deed that we do, after a 
certain time becomes fine (subtle) , goes into seedform, so to 
speak, and lives in the fine body in a potential form and after 
a time emerges again and bears its results. These results 
condition the life of man ..... Our thoughts, our words and 
deeds, are the threads of the net which we throw around 
ourselves, for good or for evil. Once we set in motion a 
certain power, we have to take the full consequences of it. 
This is the law of karma. " 

According to this docttine every individual is responsible for his own destiny, be it 

elevation or degradation, prosperity or adversity, enjoyment or suffering. The law of karma 

functions at all levels- physical, subtle and causal. 

4.12.2 Priirabdlta karma. 

This is the fructifying karma, the past impressions that are bearing fruit in the present life. 

Although the formulation of the fruit beating karma is unalterable, yet it admits to modifications 
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in certain respects. A typical example of this is one's height. None can make a tall body short or 

short body tall. However, these conditions may be ameliorated (Satprakashananda 1981 : 140 ). 

We cannot alter these physical circumstances but we can certainly change our attitude towards 

them. This is how prarabdha karma functions in the ordinary )Tva. There is a subtle difference in 

the functioning of this karma in the case of the jTvanmukta which will be analyzed later on. 

4.12.3 Agiimi karma. 

These are prospective karmas, the impressions of the current activities that are 

accumulating and will bear fruit in due course. It is important to note that the law of karma rules 

out fatalism, accidentalism, and naturalism in human affairs. Satprakashananda ( 1981 : 134 ) 

observes: 

"No supernatural power determines the events of man's 
life. There is no scope for chance in human existence. It 
is not blind nature that motivates human actions . . . the 
doctrine of predestination is a dogmatic version offatalism." 

Vivekananda (CW3 125) points out that man is the maker of his own fate : "This law 

knocks on the head at once all doctrines of predestination and fate . . . . The human will stands 

beyond all circumstances. Before it - the strong, gigantic, infinite will and freedom in man - all 

the powers, even of nature, must bow down, succumb, and become its servants. This is the result 

of the law of karma." 
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4.13 Samsara and the paficakosas. 

The theory of rebirth is the necessary cotlllterpart ofthe law of karma and the immortality 

of the atman Sainsara is a word which connotes a vast process of empirical existence. It implies 

the cycle ofbirths and deaths, i.e. transmigration ofjTvas (Grimes 1989 : 308). 

The subtle and causal bodies are the repositories for all karmic seeds. This implies karmas 

that have not been worked out in the present life and which will invariably :fructify in some future 

life. At the time of the physical death of the individuals the annamayakosa drops off The top 

(nar;fi) end of the heart brightens or brings to light the impressions of karma gathered in the 

remaining ~osas. Those thoughts, experiences, and desires that prevail at that time determine the 

way the subtle and causal bodies (as one entity) depart. Looming out through the brightened top 

of the narji, these kosas depart through the eye, or through the head or through any aperture of 

the body. When it departs the pra~zas follow; when prii!Ja departs all the senses follow. In fact, 

they depart together (Br. Up. 4.4.2 ; Shankara on Br. Up. 4.4.2). 

Following this death process the disembodied jlva is directed by its karmic force. The 

highly developed spiritual souls who were paragons of righteousness and unflinching 

embodiments of spiritual disciplines, but who do not succeed in attaining mo~a before death, 

repair to brahmaloka or the sphere of Brahma, and from there in due course, attain mo~a. This 

journey ofthejiva lies through a path known as the devayiina or the 'path ofthe gods'. 

The second group offivas, the ritualists and philanthropists, who cherish a desire for the 

:fruit of actions, go after death to chG11draloka or the lunar sphere. This is a metaphysical sphere 

with mellow light like that of the moon. This journey lies through a path known as pitryii1za or 
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the 'way of the ancestors'. After enjoying immense bliss there as a reward for their meritorious 

action, they come back to earth, since they still cherish desires for worldly happiness. 

The third group are those jivas who petformed actions forbidden by the moral rules of 

religion. After death they assume sub-~uman subtle bodies and dwell in what is generally known 

as hell. The BS (3.1.15) speak of seven different hells to which the evil-doers are cast by their 

own ~annie force to expiate their sins through suffering in hell. When their evil karmic residue 

that warrants suffering in hell is exhausted they are reborn on earth as human beings. 

Fourthly, those persons who perform extremely vile deeds spend many births in sub­

human forms like animals and even trees (Ka. Up. 2.2. 7). They too, over a protracted period, 

return to human bodies. 

The disembodiedjTvas, upon their return to this world, enter another womb, at the time of 

conception and with the latent karmic impressions 'manufacture' a new body (annamayakosa). 

The struggle for life and molqa continues. This repeated pattern of births and deaths continues 

within the context of samsara. As a matter of interest it must be pointed out that the Hindu view 

of transmigration, (unlike the Greek theory of metempsychosis developed by ·Pythagoras, 

Empedocles, Plato, etc.), emphasizes reincarnation in human form. Spiritual growth is nurtured 

only through the human body. 

4.14 Mayii and the paiicakosas. 

The word maya is used in the Rg V ( 1 0.177) to denote a kind of magical power. In the 

Br. Up. ( 1.5.19) the god Indra uses this power to assume many forms. However, in the Ups. this 

word acquires a philosophical meaning. The Sv. Up. (4.10) describes God as a mayin, 'the 
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wonder-working powerful Being, who creates the world by His powers'. All empirical existence, 

apart from the Absolute (iitman), comes within the ambit of miiyii. Maya is that power which 

measures out, molds forms in the formless. God has control over miiyii, He is not subject to it 

(Radhakrishnan 1990 : 84 - 85). It is maya which produces nature (pra/q'ti) which in tum is 

compounded of the three gu!Jas (purity, activity and inertia). Maya not only produces praJcrti, it 

also pervades prakrti. Working through the three guf}as it gives every dimension of pralqti a 

sense of constant change. Hence, sanzsiira, nature in incessant motion. This imparts a sense of 

transitoriness to the empirical world in contrast to the atman which is unchanging and eternal. 

Furthermore, the main philosophical implication of maya is that we should not confuse the 

myriad forms ofthis power and its manifestations with the atman. To do this is an illusion. The 

illusion merely lies in our point of view, if we think that the names and forms, objects and events, 

aroWld us are realities of nature, instead of realizing that they are concepts of our measuring and 

categorizing minds. Maya is the illusion of taking these concepts for reality, of confusing the map 

with the territory (Capra 1983 : 100 ; Nikhilananda 1987 : 58). 

Miiyii functions in a two-fold way : the inttinsic power which uplifts the jlva and leads it 

to knowledge (vidyamayii) and its obverse which obscures or conceals the atman (viz. 

avidyamaya). 

Throughout the analysis of the paficakosas in the Tait. Up. the r?i repeatedly cautions his 

student that each kosa is an empirical entity. It should not be confused with the atman in spite of 

its having some semblance of consciousness. Even collectively, the kosas are not conscious 

entities in themselves. They are products of maya. Just as miiyii cannot be understood without a 

reference to the Absolute (brahman) the paficakosas are likewise meaningless without the atman. 
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In order to arrive at a state of complete comprehension it is necessary to transcend the paficakosa 

paradigm and SUIVey the whole with intuition. 

Each kosa has both vidyii and avidyii elements lodged within it. The avidya elements bind 

the kosas and hence the )Tva to a sense of ignorance and limitations resulting in samsaric existence 

(births, deaths, relative happiness and suffering). The vidyiimaya elements of the kosas have a 

supreme relevance for mo~a. This comprises the unfailing potential for spiritual life, viz. the 

intrinsic capacity to lift the )Tva out of the morass of samsaric existence and direct it towards a 

goal of eternal fi:eedom.. It is for this reason that the Vedanta is of the conviction that 'each soul 

is potentially divine' (Vivekananda CWl 1984 : 124). 

4.15 The quest for the ultimate. 

The crucial subject of human freedom (from sanzsara) hangs on the slender thread of the 

decision between man as nothing more than a texture of cause and effect determinism like all 

empirical nature, and man having a focus of freedom of the iitman within him (Ranganathananda 

1987: 246 ). 

Vivekananda (CW1 1984 10-11) presents the samsaric plight of the )Tva in a vivid 

manner: 

"Is man a tiny boat in a tempest, raised one moment on the 
foamy crest of a billow and dashed down into a yawning chasm 
the next, rolling to andfro at the mercy of good and bad actions-
a powerless, helpless wreck in an ever - raging, ever - rushing 
uncompromising current of cause and effect .... The heart sinks at 
the idea, yet this is the law of nature. Is there no hope? Is there 
no escape? - was the cry that went up from the bottom of the heart 
of despair. It reached the throne of mercy, and words of hope and 
consolation came down and inspired a Vedic sage. And he stood up 
before the world and in trumpet voice proclaimed the glad tidings .... " 
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Following this Vivekananda quoted the words of sage Sveta5vatara (Sv. Up. 3.8): 

vedaham etam puru3am mahantam 

iiditya- varnam tamasa!;. parastat 

tam eva viditvii atimrtyum eti 

nanyaJ:z pantha vidyate 'yaniiya 

"I know the supreme Being (the iitman) who is like the sun, 
beyond darkness (delusion). Knowing him alone, you shall 
be saved from death over again. " 

The paficakosas function within the framework of time, space and causation. The iitman 

transcends these concepts and as such cannot be attained, in the ultimate analysis, by the 

paficakosas. ' 'When speech and mind strive to comprehend it (atman), they recoil being unable 

to do so" (yato viico nivartante, apriipya manasii saha) (Tait. Up. 1.4.1). Therefore, when the 

spiritual search is finally extended to the iitman the paficakosas are abandoned having served their 

purpose. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

The paficakosas and the jlvanmukta 

5.1 The origins of the jivanmukta ideal. 

By definition the jTvanmukta is a )Tva which has attained molqa while still living in the 

physical body within the context of empirical (samsaric) existence. Such a person breaks through 

the fetters of attachment to sarizsiira and frees himself from ignorance (avidya) and its paralyzing 

effects (Grimes 1989 : 156 ; Nikhilananda 1987 : 115). 1bis ideal has been enshrined as the 

highest goal oflife by several branches oflndian philosophy (Sankhya, Yoga, Saiva Siddhanta and 

Vedanta ). 1bis study now looks at the roots of the jfvanmukta ideal and then evaluates the 

jlvanmukta doctline from the standpoint of Advaita Vedanta as expounded by Shankara with 

supplementary interpretations from Vivekananda, ~dhakrishnan, Aurobindo etc. of the Neo­

Vedanta school. 

The 'jlvanmukta' ideal may be traced back to the Ups. themselves. Tait. Up. 3.10.5. 

certainly describes the state ofthejlvanmukta. Several other Upanishadic verses do the same (Br. 

Up. 2.4.12 ; Sv. Up. 1.10). On the basis of literary evidence it may be easily gleaned that this 

ideal was well established in the Upanishadic period. In contrast with this Arapura (1986 : 124) 

argues that while the material for this notion can be found in the classical texts and in Shankara, 

its origin as an articulated ideal lies outside them, in fact in certain texts of popular spirituality. 

Radhakrishnan ( 1990 : 121-123 ), however, draws up a good definition of the jlvanmukta from 

the passages in the Ups. themselves. 

Arapura (1986: 124) postulates that the sruti texts only reveal generalizations of spiritual 

matters. Concepts like jlvanmukta, paramahainsa and avatiira are particularizations that are not 
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emphasized in the Ups. as they are in the secondary texts. Primary texts do not particularize nor 

will someone like Shankara do so; his work is to 'show' (expound) sruti. 

In contrast to such views as Arapura holds it can be pointed out that the classical texts 

'explicitly admit' the ideal of the jivanmukta and in fact Shankara favoured this ideal (Hiriyanna 

1956: 279 ). 

There are two views in the Ups. regarding the nature of molcya. According to one of them 

mo!cya is attainable only after death- "I shall remain here (in the world) only as long as I shall be 

released (from ignorance ). Then I shall reach molcya" (Ch. Up. 6.14.2). This is designated 

videhamukti (liberation after death). Even after attaining the intuitive knowledge of the iitman, 

the pai1cakosas continue to exist on account of the momentum of past karmas. When the 

physical body _ dies, it gets resolved into the original causes. The remaining kosas also get 

disintegrated and return from their 'empirical home' to their macrocosmic source. Then the jlva 

attains final liberation (molcya). Mahadevan (1952 : 69 ) feels that this view, in effect, is an 

inheritance from the eschatological doctrines ofthe early Vedic period (Brahmanas) according to 

which heaven is a far-off place which could be reached by the soul only after it has cast off its 

physical body. 

According to another Upanishadic view mo!cya can be attained here in this very life: 

''Verily, even while we are here we may know this atman" (Br. Up. 4.4.14 ). "He who knows 

that ( atman ), which is hidden in the cave (of the heart), breaks loose from the bonds of ignorance 

here on earth itself" (Mun. Up. 2.1.10 ). This state is known as the flvanmukta (liberated. while 

living). It is the state of spiritual freedom even while all the paficakosas are retained. Such a 

paradox is resolved through several mechanisms in the Vedanta. This study will now demonstrate 

these mechanisms. 
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5.2 The pancakosas and the pre-intuitive state. 

The aspirant seeking mo~a must be a mumu~utva, that is, he or she must have an intense 

desire for mo~a . This is the most important qualification needed by the student of the Vedanta. 

This attitude arranges the paFicakda in an irreversible direction towards molcya. 

This journey is fraught with various mystical experiences, of 'visions and voices'' all of 

which are experienced within the context of the paiicakosas alone. The teachers of Vedanta are 

unanimous in warning their students against the danger of attributing too much importance to 

these experiences as being 'messages' from God. Such experiences are not illusions or 

hallucinations but simply indicate milestones on the joumey to mo~a (Ka. Up. 2.3.9 ; Sub. Up. 

4.1). Even though subtle they still exist within the empirical nature of the pailcakosa and the 

student must resist the inviting temptation to be bound by these experiences. 

This joumey of introspection and contemplation is a powerful undertaking and involves a 

break from the obvious in terms of life-style and the entire content of ones consciousness. It is a 

strenuous exercise of preparatory labours - of ethical culture and the development of an 

indomitable will.. The Vedanta declares : not he who has not ceased from bad conduct, not he 

who is not tranquil, not he who is not composed, not he whose mind is turbulent can attain Him 

by intelligence (Ka. Up. 1.2. 24 ). 

5.2.1 Use oT negative language. 

The use ofnegative terms 'neti', 'neti' ('not this', 'not this') (Br. Up. 2.3.6) comprise an 

important Upanishadic technique utilized to 'locate and comprehend' the incomprehensible 

atman. It is a joumey to moksa using the 'via negativa' method. This method is especially 

relevant in the pai?.cakosa approach to molcya. When the iinandamayakosa is ignorantly perceived 

to be the iitman the aspirant discriminates and develops the unreality of this perception. In a 
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progressive inwards search for the atman he abandons the iinandamayakosa with the strong 

affirmation or conviction - 'not this', 'not this'. This process is followed with respect to the other 

kosas. The maturity ofthis process eliminates the unnecessary upiidhis or mental impressions of 

ignorance that are impediments to knowledge and purity. 

5.2.2 Recollection. 

Recollection is not just remembrance of the iitman. It has its own mystical parameters. 

At the early level it is the deliberate dwelling upon the nature of the iitman. This may be 

achieved, as it is done in Vedanta, by a constant recollection of one of the mahiiviikyas (great 

statements). These mahiivakyas extracted from the four Vedas are: 

prajfianam brahma (consciousness is brahman) (Ai. Up. 5.3 ofthe Rg V ); aham brahmasmi (I 

am brahman) (Br. Up. 1.4.10 of the YV); tat tvam asi (you are That) (Ch. Up. 6.8.7 of SV) and 

ayamatma brahma (This iiiman is brahman) (Man. Up. 2 of SV). 

These powerful affirmations when kept before the mind overpower the intruding thoughts 

that possess an empirical nature. Here is another subtle degree of advancement : the maturity of 

this process yields a sense of inner purity, a state separate in itseU: in which contemplation of the 

atman (to the exclusion of everything else) becomes habitual. This is consciousness-purity 

( chittasuddhi). In this state, which naturally involves the maturing of our rational faculties, the 

j[va waits in a state of ripe habitual purity. The kosa theory is true, self-consistent and correctly 

correlates experiences that are predictable up to this stage of consciousness-purity. Yet this is not 

the ultimate experience ofVedantic intuition. It is only an existential force, a kind of rich milieu 

that must help in the ultimate leap to intuition. At this stage the experience is a powerful 

intellectual registration of the path already traversed and the goal that lies ahead. 
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5.2.3 Divine grace and revelation. 

In the Ka. Up. (1.2.23) we discover that the existential effort is inadequate for atmavidya: 

"This iitnzan cannot be attained by the study of the Vedas, 
or by the intellect, or by vast learning. The titma, the seeker 
yearns for, is attainable only by the one whom the atman chooses. 
To such a one the Self reveals its own nature." 

Tills passage is fraught with a typical Upanishadic paradox. It seems most paradoxical 

that the vast effort employed and the experiences gained thus far seem useless. 1bis in itself is 

intrinsic to the- approach. There is the vision of the tit man which is entirely beyond the power of 

the individual to prepare for or bring about. This experience of 'helplessness' is an extraordinary 

grace of the atman (or in a more theistic sense - God). 

In every sense all life is from God and the aspirant's yearning is made up by the active 

support of God' s grace. If individuals become aware of God's presence in the soul, it is due to 

God's own working in the soul. It is beyond the power of the unassisted kosas, despite their 

maturity into peifect instruments for Citmavidyti. Human nature feels so weakened that it is 

helpless of itself to help itself If the )Tva is to escape from itsei£: as it actually is, and reach the 

freedom (molqa) for which it is made, it needs a transforming within, the capacity for intuition. 

The soul feels that this force becomes operative and evident not through its own effort, but 

through an experience from beyond, from the incomprehensible Iitman (Radhakrishnan 1990 : 

619 ; Shankara on Ka. Up. 1.2.24). 

The intuitive experience goes beyond the workings of rational knowledge and 

predictability. Rational knowledge can only be so classified as it is obtained through reason. The 

intuitive experience, which transcends even the subtlest pinnacle of reason, and in fact it is not a 

process, cannot be te1med inational; it is extra-rational. Logicians decry the fuzziness of 
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intuition, just as exclusive intuitionists find it difficult to accept the structures of logic. But 

holistic knowledge is incomplete without a synthesis of both dimensions (apariividyii and 

paravidyii). For Capra (1983: 39) these insights (intuition) tend to come suddenly and, 

characteristically, not when sitting at a desk working out the equations, but when relaxing, in the 

bath, during a walk in the woods, on the beach, etc. During these periods of relaxation after 

concentrated intellectual activity, the intuitive mind seems to take over and can produce the 

sudden clarifYing insights which give so much joy to the researcher. 

Capra's explanation, though made in the context of scientific research, is a model we may 

easily use to understand spiritual intuition. In fact ·in all expressions of the intuitive faculty the 

conscious self and the rational consciousness surrender themselves to something deeper than 

themselves. Only then does spontaneity of knowledge as a result of intuition express itself 

(R.anganathananda 1987: 441-442). The iitman can only be known in the intuitive experience. 

5.3 Nature of the iitman. 

The Vedanta describes two types of superconscious (samCidhi) experiences : savikalpa 

and nirvikalpa. In the savikalpa state the aspirant experiences immense bliss, ecstasy, on account 

of the kosas being purified and their constant reflection on the iitman - the source of all bliss. In 

this state of consciousness one's own personality as distinct from brahman persists, however 

attenuated it may be. This samadhi is experienced within the context of the paficakosas. 

In contrast to this there is the nirvikalpa state where all awareness of multiplicity including 

that of oneself as distinct from brahman is completely dissolved. It is beyond the three states of 

mind (waking, dream sleep and dreamless sleep). It is the 'Fourth' - turTya. It is a state of Pure 

Consciousness, which strictly speaking should not be called a state because it transcends all 
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logical definitions that we have of a 'state'. It has no connection with the finite mind and is only 

experienced when the iitman is realized. The Man. Up. (7) states: 

The Fourth, say the wise, is not subjective experience, nor 
objective experience, nor experience intermediate between 
these two, nor is it a negative condition which is neither 
consciousness nor unconsciousness. It is not the knowledge 
of the senses nor is it relative knowledge, nor yet inferential 
knowledge. Beyond the senses, beyond the understanding, 
beyond all expression is the Fourth. It is pure unitary 
consciousness, wherein awareness of the world and of 
multiplicity is completely obliterated It is ineffable 
peace. It is the supreme good It is one without a second 
It is the Self Know it alone!" 

This is the supreme mystic experience of intuition, the knowledge ofthe iitman. 

Radhakrishan ( 1990 : 689) points out that here is a reality which is beyond the distinction 

of subject and object and yet it is above and not below this distinction. It is super-theism and not 

atheism or anti-theism It is pure Being. 

5.4 Identity of brahman and iitman. 

In the Ups. the unity of iitman and brahman is explicitly and repeatedly asserted. 

Consider, for example, this unfailing note in the Ups. (Ka. Up. 2.4.10): 

"What is within is also without. What is without is also 
within. He who sees differences between what is within 
and what is without goes ever more from death to death. " 

This is the relevance of this union to eschatology. A question arises as to why is brahman 

to be meditated upon as the iitman and not as the all pervading brahman. Furthermore, the 

atman is described as 'smaller than a grain of rice, smaller than a grain of barley' etc. (Ch. Up. 
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1.14.3). Shankara (on BS 1.2.6) resolves this paradox by stating that the case is analogous to 

that of the ether in the eye of a needle, which is spoken of as limited and small, whereas in fact it 

is all-pervading (Mun. Up. 3.1. 7) : 

"Brahman is supreme; he is self-luminous, he is beyond 
all thought. Subtler than the subtlest is he, farther than 
the farthest, nearer than the nearest. He resides in the 
shrine of the heart of every being. " 

The Vedanta p01trays this ultimate eschatological goal ofthejlVa as having the following 

characteristics : 

The knower of Brahman attains the Highest (brahman). 
(Fait. Up. 2.1.1) He who knows the (absolute) bliss of 
brahman has nothing to fear(I'ait. Up. 2. 1. 1). 
If a man realizes brahman here then the very purpose 
of his life is fulfilled Ifhe does not, then utmost misery 
awaits him. Having perceived brahman in every being 
the wise depart from the world and become immortal 
(Ken. Up. 2.5). Verily the highest joy attends the yogi 
whose mind is pe!fectly tranquil, whose passions are 
calmed, who is free from stain and has become one 

with brahman (BG 6.27). 

5.5 Retrieving the pancakosas after nirvikalpa samiidhi. 

What then is the status of the paficakosas after nirvikalpa samiidhi ? There is, according 

to the Ups. one and only one non-empirical state which is Being (iitman). The paficakosa 

structure of finite reality, which becomes the vehicle for the concrete approach to the iitnzan, is 

affirmed and negated at the same time. It becomes a symbol for a symbolic expression. He who 

wants to show a particular star to one unacquainted with astronomy first points to the end of a 

high branch telling such a person that the star is visible there. When the eye has thus been 

directed towards the end of the branch and has consequently been withdrawn from all other 

directions, then the branch that was affirmed is negated and the instructor directs the student's 
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mind to the heavens. Commentators never tire of using such models to explain the affirmation-

negation process with respect to the pancakosas. However, the full value of the pancakosas are 

only established in the final negation process to whlch it points. And yet it also is affirmed by it, 

and tills affirmation gives the symbolic expression an adequate basis for pointing beyond itself 

A common flaw in the interpretation of nirvikalpa samadhi is the notion that the 

pancakosas are annihilated in tills state. This is totally incorrect, at least from the standpoint of 

the Ups. This state involves the absence of subject-object relationshlp but that cannot be 

described as annihilation. 

Upon retwning from nirvikalpa samiidhi the seer retrieves the pancakosas. The 

difference between the pre-intuitive and post-intiutive stages, is that he perceives these kosas with 

a new vision as we shall presently see. 

Firstly, the Iitman becomes the supreme reality and the pancakosas are now positively 

known to be a changing relative reality. 'The knowers of brahman speak of them as light and 

shade' (Ka. Up. 1.3.1). 

Secondly the seer does not perceive a multiplicity of consciousnesses with respect to the 

kosas. He sees the one atman permeating the pancakosas. This perception of oneness 

constitutes the ultimate eschatological goal in so far as the pm1cakosa approach to mo~a is 

concerned. 'There is nothing like multiplicity here. Whoever perceives anything like multiplicity 

here goes from death to death' (Ka. Up. 2.1.11). In the BG (2.69) tills state ofthejTvanmukta is 

described as follows : 

"That (the ultimate One) which is night to ordinary 
beings is as clear as day to the awakened sage. 
That (multiplicity) in which ordinary beings are 
awake is the night to the sage who sees. " 
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The truth to the sage is that the manifold universe of reality involving time, space and 

causation is real to the unilluminated; but to the illuminated the non-dual Being alone exists as the 

supreme reality. 

It is of interest that Schrodinger, the physicist, says that "the plurality that we perc~ive is 

only an appearance, it is not real. Vedantic philosophy, in which this is fundamental dogma, has 

sought to clarifY it by a number of ana~ogies, one of the most attractive being the many faceted 

crystal which, while showing hw1dred oflittle pictures of what is in reality a single existent object, 

does not really multiply that object" (Schrodinger 1964 : 18-19). 

Apart from this new vision of the paficakosas the jivanmukta 's perception of the entire 

universe undergoes a corresponding transformation. Schrodiuger (1964 : 21-22) presents a 

synoptic view of this expanded vision: 

"Hence this life of yours which you are living is not 
merely a piece of the entire existence, but is in a certain 
sense the whole; only this whole is not so constituted that 
it can be surveyed in one single glance. This as we know, 
is what the Brahmins express in that sacred, mystic formula 
which is yet really so simple and so clear : Tat tvam asi, this 
is you. Or, again, in such words as ' I am in the east and the 
west, I am below and above, I am this whole world. " 

Thus we discover that the ')Tvanmukta ideal' recogruzes the divine element in the 

composition of man and the universe. It does justice, in fact enhances, the value of these. The 

Vedanta is emphatic about the fact that mo~a is possible here and now, and that this freedom is 

the birthright of all souls. 
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5.6 The j[vanmukta, karma and avidyii. 

Among the different schools of Hindu theological and philosophical thought there is a 

controversy as to whether there remains any trace of nescience in a j[vanmukta (Prajiianananda 

1992 : 30 ). The Advaita School to which this study averts is unanimous on the issue that the 

jTvanmukta possesses prarabdha karma (those results of action which have given rise to the 

present body ofthejivanmukta and which need to work themselves out). The other two types of 

karma (safichita and agami) are eliminated in the intuitive experience of the atman. 

Regarding the priirabdha karma, Shankara (VC 451) is of the view that the work or 

deeds which have fashioned the body of the jiVanmukta prior to the dawning of knowledge are 

not destroyed. In fact it is the last remaining potential which keeps the jlvanmukta within a body 

and yet liberates him from body-consciousness (VC 453 ). '"The seer (knower of brahman.) does 

not see death or disease or sorrow. The seer sees all (Reality permeating all) and obtains all in 

every way" (Ch. Up. 7.26.2). 

With respect to nescience the Vedanta IS clear that the jivanmukta is without such 

ignorance - "all doubts are dispelled" (Mun. Up. 2.2. 9) and ''the fire of knowledge (of the 

atman ) burns to ashes the nescience of a realized soul" (BG 4.37 ; BS 4.1.13). Thus the 

inexorable law of karma and its counterpa1t, avidyii, are true and functional only in ordinary 

people. For the jTvanmukta, "as water does not wet the lotus lea£ even so no sins (karmas and 

ignorance) cling to him who knows It" (Ch. Up. 4.14.3). 

5. 7 Mok~a always inherent in the flva. 

From the viewpoint of Vedantic soteriology mo~a is always inherent in the }iva. When 

the Ups. declare that 'mo~a is to be attained' it does not mean that the ultimate state is a new 
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acquisition or possession (i.e. something eternal which has to be newly acquired). Nor does the 

word 'attain' imply the state of liberation which has to be produced. Intuitive knowledge is 

beyond 'production' . On the other hand, the attainment here refers to the manifestation of the 

Brahmamzess already inherent in the }iva. 1bis manifestation only consists of the removal of 

ignorance (avidyii). Words like ' attain' and 'becoming' are merely used in a tautological sense. 

5.8 Ecstasy in the Tait. Up. 3.10.5. 

Ecstasy is a word which covers a plethora of meanings. On one end it is the intoxication 

brought on by-pharmaceutical novelties. It may also be the wild excitement produced by sense 

gratification. But the ecstasy of the Ups. is none of these. It is not the product of unbridled 

weakness, 'this iitnzan is not known by the weak, nor by the thoughtless, nor by those who do not 

rightly meditate. But by the rightly meditative, the thoughtful, and the strong, the iitman is fully 

known (Ka. Up. 1.2.24). 

Ecstasy may be brought on by being conscious of the iinandanzayakda which by its ve1y 

nature is an expression of joy. 1bis is also not the ultimate ecstasy ofthe Ups. 

Furthermore, in the immediate pre-intuitive state there is yet another degree of ecstasy. 

For Radhakrishnan (1940 : 78) ''to have this ecstasy is to look upon the promised land but not to 

set foot on its soil". "All experience of God when it becomes intense is ecstatic, though every 

ecstatic emotion is not an experience of God" (Radhakrishnan 1940: 77). 

The ecstasy described in Tait. Up. (3.10.5) is that of a jTvanmukta. Having realized the 

atman he retrieves the paficakosas and moving up and down them freely (i.e. without bondage) 

he enjoys the world. He enjoys the pleasures of the paficakosas, not as one entangled in its 

limitations and conesponding ignorance, but as an inward spectator, unattached to them, 'There 

119 



such a one moves about, laughing, playing, rejoic.ing with women, chariots or relations, not 

remembering the-limiting adjuncts of the body" (Ch.Up. 8.12.6). The jTvanmukta, utilizing his 

transformed pmicakdas, expresses the supreme ecstasy of this state with the chant (siiman) : 

"Oh wonderful! Oh wonderful! Oh wonderful!" 
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CHAPTER6 

Conclusions and recommendations 

6 The Vedantic Focus. 

In Vedanta we discover a lateral synthesis - the existence of theological statements, 

mystical insights and rational knowledge, side by side. In order to develop an interpretation of 

any concept or doctrine it is imperative that these divisions are not viewed in isolation. They are 

allied~ rather they all have intuitive experience (pratya!cyanubhuti) as their origin. 

It has been the goal of this study to try to interpret and understand analytically in terms of 

conceptual thinking what has been presented in the living experience of intuition as we :find it 

embodied in the sruti texts. Such a study in effect, cannot give us an experience of the actual -it 

attempts to show what is possible, not what is, but what may be. 

The philosophical inquiry starts with the systematization of our sense-perceptions and the 

elements of faith inherent in us. By scripturally-assisted reason we develop speculative 

knowledge of Reality. Even this knowledge fails to dispel the seeker' s doubts and misconceptions 

regarding Tmth. This vagueness or indecisiveness is the mark of all speculative or inferential 

knowledge. The student ofVedanta is urged to verify the verdict of reason by actual experience, 

for which he will have to undergo special discipline. 'While speculative knowledge awaits the 

evidence of intuitive perception, intuitive experience needs rational interpretation for its universal 

acceptance" (Satprakashananda 1977 : 178). 

It is an established fact in Hinduism that the Upanishadic writings are the only works with 

such a high density of intuitive statements. As such they comprise the supreme authority of the 

faith. The present study of the jzva and its progressive approach to mo~a is largely the reading, 

the interpretation, ofthese intuitive statements. 
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6.1 The classical texts, medieval interpretations and Neo-Vedanta. 

While it is an undisputed fact that the Ups. are the source-books ofHindu mysticism and 

philosophy, they, however, do not systematize their conclusions into an ordered and 

comprehensive whole. They are of the nature of intuitive flashes rather than organized 

philosophy. In all probability these teachings were understood by like-minded people in the time 

and environment to which they belonged. Yet, it must be seen that such mystical knowledge, in 

essence, belongs to an autonomous realm of experience, the custodians of which, would be only a 

few at any given time. Furthermore, such subtle mystical concepts fit in uneasily with the more 

gross, traditional and widespread religious beliefs and practices of the community (Katz 1983 : 1). 

Under these conditions mystical teachings have their own unique qualifications for onward 

transmission. It is essential that not only are the texts carried forward but living embodiments of 

its teachings emerge for the purposes of interpretation and the vital function of imparting an 

'aliveness' to the concepts. In Hinduism, the historical process has been kind, at least in this 

respect, to the furtherance of these sacred teachings. 

In different periods of histmy the spiritual activities of a people usually converge their 

comse of movement towards a certain specific direction. Their centre of emphasis may shift from 

time to time, which accordingly may in tmn find its expression in various forms. This historical 

truism is usually ascribed to the change of conditions of life or the emergence of new 

circumstances and new problems or the maturity or even eccentricity of mind, or the interaction 

or integration of ideas, or the appearance of some master-mind who sees a completely new and 

therefore untraditional approach to Reality. The rise ofBuddhism in the post-Upanishadic period 

was an event of profound adjustments for Hinduism. On the one hand Hinduism absorbed the 

new elements of Buddhism that were compatible with its ethos and on the other the orthodox 

elements of Hinduism asserted themself only to reject the untraditional concepts of the Buddha. 
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However, Buddhism left its lasting impact on Hinduism until the emergence of Shankara in the 

eighth century AD, who, by his uncommon missionary endeavours sought to reassert the 

Upanishadic values. 

Shankara was essentially a mystic of the traditional Upanishadic school. This imparted to 

him a sense of authenticity and vision to read and interpret the sruti texts. Without his literary 

contributions many areas of Upanishadic study would have been left dark, and perhaps dark 

forever. Shankara's approach to the Upanishadic texts are therefore priceless. 

However, Shankara was a product of his time - shaped by the historical forces prevalent 

nearly twelve centuries ago. Viewed from the modem and post-modem periods, it is difficult to 

read the Ups. without Shankara, yet, the Zeitgeist demands that we look at the sruti texts a.fi:esh. 

In so far as mystical knowledge is concerned it is difficult to find Shankara out of tune with the 

Upanishadic seers. However, ce1tain social encrustations are to be found within his teachings. 

Shankara felt that spiritual knowledge was only meant for certain upper sections of the 

social hierarchy. It was not meant for labourers (sudras) (Shankara on BS 1.3.34 -35). As such 

he has disassociated Upanishadic knowledge from an important section of the community. 

Shankara also felt that men were more qualified than women for spiritual life (VC 4). 

Bucke (1969 : 65), from empirical data, concurs with Shankara. It is difficult to ascertain why a 

visionary like Shankara anived at this deduction or how Bucke yielded this generalization. 

In sharp contrast to the above sociological issues the Neo-Vedantic movements have 

dropped this medieval burden and reverted to the original position of the Ups. by opening their 

doors of knowledge to all, irrespective of social standing, gender or race. For Vivekananda 

(CW7 1979: 214- 215): 

"In what scriptures do you find statements that women are not 
competent for knowledge and devotion? In the period of degradation, 
when priests made the other castes incompetent for the study of the 
Vedas, they deprived the women also of all rights. Otherwise you will 
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find in the Vedic or Upanishadic age Maitreyi, Giirgi, and other ladies of 
revered memory have taken the places of Rishis through their skill in 
discussing about Brahman. In an assembly of a thousand Brahmans 
who were all erudite in the Vedas, Giirgi boldly challenged Yiijiiavalkya 
in a discussion about Brahman. Since such ideal women were entitled to 

spiritual knowledge, why shall not the women have the same privilege 
now? What has happened once can certainly happen again. . . . " 

Only by updating Upanishadic research by Neo-Vedantic interpretations do we make them 

chronologically relevant. Furthermore, this process stops us from committing any anachronisms 

or making incoherent or incorrect interpretations of the Upanishadic spirit. 

6.2 For one's own salvation and for the welfare of all. 

It has been pointed out that the transition from medieval Hinduism to Neo-Vedanta is 

really a movement from a status where individual salvation was foremost to a life-affirming ideal 

in which the concerns of the world are real (2. 9. L). The N eo-Vedanta movements consider 

individual salvation to be a great limitation placed on the Vedanta. Instead these movements 

advocate a higher universal attitude in which the individual must work for his or her own salvation 

as well as the collective salvation of all. This imparts a spirit of vibrancy to the socio-welfare and 

spiritual activities ofthe Neo-Vedanta movements. To assist suffering humanity as manifestations 

of the divine is in itself worship. 

In Shankara's school knowledge (jiiiina) was seen as the only means for mo~a. Devotion 

and work (selfless action) were viewed as aids to jfiiina (2.8.5) and never as direct means to 

mo~a. The Neo-Vedanta has departed from this view and recognizes the various temperaments 

ofindividuals . Vivekananda states: (CW1 1984: 124): 

"Each soul is potentially divine. The goal is to manifest this 
Divinity within by controlling nature, external and internal. 
Do this either by work, or worship, or psychic control, or 
philosophy - by one, or more, or all of these - and be free. 
This is the whole of religion. Doctrines, or dogmas, or rituals, 
or books, or temples, or forms are but secondary details. " 
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This multi-path approach to God opens up a wider range of spiritual exercises from which 

the aspirant may follow the practices of his or her choice. This also obviates the impediment of 

boredom so common in spiritual life. Vedanta does not believe in the standardization of minds. 

Every soul must be free to manifest its inherent divinity. 

While the Neo-Vedanta movements emphasize socio-welfare work they are not unmindful 

of the fact that it is spiritual knowledge acquired through selfless-service, devotion, philosophy or 

yoga, that is the means to mo~a. "Spiritual knowledge is the only thing that can destroy our 

miseries for ever; any other knowledge satisfies wants only for a time" (CW1 1984 : 52). 

6.3 Matter and spirit analysis. 

The language and conceptual models that we inherited from the nineteenth century were 

rigidly materialistic in nature. Matter was the primarY reality and it was difficult to find a place in 

this fi·amework for concepts of a mystical or a philosophical nature. "This frame was so narrow 

and rigid that it was difficult to find a place in it for many concepts of our language that had 

always belonged to its very substance, for instance, the concept of mind, of the human soul or of 

life" (Heisenberg 1989 : 185). Unfortunately, these notions persist, even today, making it 

difficult for the wide-spread understanding of subtle mystical concepts. Yet, mystical knowledge 

must survive or we lose the connection with the essential values of human life. 

The Neo-Vedantic movements are no longer Sanskrit-bound. While this freedom is a 

progressive leap forward it has its inherent problems. Subtle concepts like prdl}a or niidis are 

difficult to render into English or any other language not belonging to the Sanskrit tradition. 

Nakamura, for example, whose importance in indologicalliterature cannot be overstated, refers to 
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suryaloka as being a physical entity. He even develops an argument to show the soul' s journey to 

suryaloka (the sphere of the sun) when such a soul dies at night, that is, when the sun is not 

visible (Nakamura 1990 : 527-528). Suryaloka is simply a sphere of subtle light (BS 1.3.32). In 

such circumstances philological interpretations cannot replace a thorough metaphysical 

understanding of the terms. A key to the understanding ofUpanishadic texts is to discover where 

philology ends and metaphysics begins (4.7.3). 

Happily, some Neo-Vedantic teachers like Vivekananda, Aurobindo and Radhakrishnan, 

whose principal medium of communication was English, have left behind, as substantial literary 

legacies, works that have advanced the course of Upanishadic interpretation. However, it can be 

said that among them no comprehensive standardization has emerged as yet ( 4. 7.2). Another 

dimension of this problem which must be addressed, and which in fact is receiving some att.ention, 

is the meeting "Vf eastern and western approaches to these issues. Leaving aside scepticism and 

prejudice, there should be a greater objective study in this field, not as a cultural fancy, but as an 

attempt to overcome limitations and develop the human potential to what Abraham Maslow called 

'the farther reaches of human nature'. Researchers like Fritjof Capra , Ken Wilber and others 

have already e>..'Plored many meeting grounds between Western thought and Eastern psychologies. 

With rapid globalization this process, now in its embryonic stage, needs to develop in proportion 

to the effects of globalization. Its standardization must be encouraged. The 'ecology of the 

mind' is a necessity for the twenty-first century. 
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6.4 Vedic and Upanishadic goals and the present South African Hindu 

psyche. 

Apart from looking at the jivanmukta ideal from the pai1cakofa approach another factor 

which motivated this study was the .sociological issues listed previously ( 1.1) and their 

manifestations (1.2) among the diasporic South African Hindus. 

Looking at the spectrum ofVedic and Upanishadic eschatological beliefs on one hand, and 

the current eschatological beliefs ofthe South African Hindus on the other, it can be pointed out 

by contrast that the majority of the said Hindus subscribe to views from both the Vedic and 

Upanishadic developments. Firstly, they readily relate to all the early Vedic developments, i.e., 

the nature ofthe soul ()Tva) and its journey to intermediate eschatological goals, viz. lokas ofthe 

ancestors or deities of their choice ( 4.12). Secondly, there is the tendency to select a partial 

understanding of the karma doctrine of the Ups. Evidently this combination produces an 

incomplete 'eschatological psyche' in which we find the combination of two elements: the 

samsaric aspects of the lokas and the doctrine of karma. This disparity is a serious lapse 

especially if it is compared to the comprehensive jlvanmukta idea. It is beyond the scope of this 

research to state exactly what manifestations these lapses have in producing death anxiety and 

suicides which are so prevalent in the said commWJ.ity. Here lies an important area for empirical 

research. 

At this stage it can also be pointed out that the secondary scriptures of Hinduism (smrti) 

are dominated by discussions and teachings pertaining to what may be called 'sainsiira' and 

'karmas' although the ultimate ideal of these works are always mo~a. An earlier reference 

(1.1.2) to this issue indicates yet another unhealthy condition : a total emphasis on secondary 

scriptures without the vital link to sruti texts. This imbalance must also be adjusted to normality. 
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The jFvanmukta is a rare being but the jfvanmukta ideal may be sought after by all. 

Human beings possess everything that is needed for ai'man-consciousness, but these prerequisites 

are not in the right state. It is like ice and water; ice possesses the nature of water, but possesses 

it in a state in which the properties of water are not apparent. Human beings are of the nature of 

God, but in a state in which this knowledge is not apparent. Apparently they are not divine, or to 

put it differently, they possesses atman-consciousness, but does not know it or have the 

enjoyment of it. 

The jTvanmukta ideal demands a radical break-away from the ordinary eschatological 

beliefs. To set foot on this path is the first step towards overcoming safnsara. "If your 

intelligence accepts this you may cast away all bondages of karma " (BG 2 : 39). Its ethical 

implications are also clear, ''Never does anyone who does good tread the path of woe" (BG 

6: 40). 

Death anxiety, from the viewpoint of Hindu psychology, is brought on by an awareness of 

mortality, an incapacity to perceive the immortal within the mortal. Yet we have the scriptural 

assurance, "Even a little of this righteous dharma saves one from great fear" (BG 2 : 40). 

What happens to the soul that has sincerely sought mokrfa and not attained it? ''No effort 

is lost" (BG 2: 40). Such a soul goes to the loka of righteous souls and having dwelt there for 

many years returns to the earth only to be born in an environment congenial for mok?a (BG 6: 

41). No effort is wasted in death. In fact, karmic merits accumulate and form the impetus for the 

onward journey ofthe soul (BG 4: 43): 

"There he regains the (mental) impressions (of iitman-consciousness) 
which he had developed in his previous life and with this (as the 
starting point) he strives again for perfection." 
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The ultimate hope is also declared by the scripture, "By his former practice, he is carried 

on irresistibly (to mok?a)" (BG 6 : 44). These assurances are profound elements of faith. They 

support and nourish spiritual life with a sense of knowledge and hope and we are told that such a 

state is open to all, "the most sinful person can attain it" (BG 4 : 36). 

It cannot be said that the jTvanmukta ideal is a purely theoretical issue. Faith in this 

course ofthe ultimate destiny is a 'yes', a positive point in self-commitment. It cannot work a 

miracle, for, a positive probability does not become an immediate certainty. Progress on the path 

is the evidence that achieves this. 

6.5 The gur_u in modern context. 

There is widespread confusion regarding the need for a guru. Many South African Hindus 

feel that a guru is unnec~ssary. This is a serious disparity in spiritual life. The sruti texts 

emphasize the need for a guru. Ideally the guru should be a jTvanmukta. Knowing the rare 

occwTence of such enlightened souls it becomes difficult for the layman to have access to spiritual 

knowledge. The spiritually-advanced soul is one who is selfless and knows the spirit of the 

scriptures. With some guidance from such souls the layman may be enriched and strengthened 

spiritually. 

While the guru has the responsibility to promote the spiritual well-being of the disciple it 

should never be forgotten that the disciple should have a setious commitment ·to spiritual 

advancement, to inner exploration and meditation. Self-control and the cultivation of a strong 

will to achieve mo~a are elements that enrich the guru-disciple relationship ( 4.9). 
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6.6 Karma and moksa . 

Some comments are inevitable with respect to karma (1.2.1). The doctrine of karma 

when misread appears as fate. This is the unfortunate reading of this doctrine by the majority of 

the South African Hindus. It is an inherent weakness that produces samsaric suffering. 

This research has demonstrated, largely from sruti texts, that karma can eventually be 

overcome and that the jfvanmukta ideal is the means to accelerate the tempo of this process. The 

potential of the human will should not be underestimated, for herein lies the mechanism for 

overcoming karma. 

The doctrine of karma also has its important moral component, an ethic of universal 

human responsibility. All om present actions affect the human future, as the life of each of us has 

been affected not only by our own past but by those who lived before us and is being affected in 

the present by those who are not living. Apart from individual trends of karmic history there is 

the universal network of global karma, to which each contributes and by which each is affected. 

Understood in this way the doctxine of karma affirms the corporate unity of the human race (Hick 

1990 : 140). We cannot function, either as individuals or as a nation, in exclusivism or active 

hostility towards others. Mutual interaction is the essence of the karma theory and ultimately the 

responsibility is_ upon each individual to maintain a healthy karmic network. The individual is a 

participator in the destiny ofthe world, in the global ecology. 

This study views the concept of mo!qa from the viewpoint of the )Tva (i.e. the 

microcosmic level). In this scheme we see the transformation of the individual person into a 

fivannzukta. However, microcosmic changes affect the macrocosm. An illumined individual 

(jTVannzukta) is a source of peace to the entire macrocosm. One aspect of eschatology affects the 

entire eschatological scheme ( 4.2). 
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6. 7 The paiicakosa model. 

The paficakosa model is a product of a specific cultural milieu. The fire altar in the shape 

of a bird with open wings utilized in the Brahmana period forms the basis for this formulation in 

the Up. pe1iod ( 4.4.3). The external image gets transformed by a receptive, analytica~ and 

mystically-oriented mind into a paficakosa model which in tum is used as a key to unlock the 

inner nature ofhuman beings. With its concentric arrangement of bird figures it forms one of the 

earliest diagrams in the history of man's inner world. It reveals how the hidden parts of the 

human person _work and fit together. 

Furthermore, these paiicakosas become the workshop for spiritual experiences. They 

provide the transcendence and integration - from the gross to the subtle and from the microcosm 

to the macrocosm. Subtle concepts like priu;a and manas would be difficult to locate and 

understand without this model. However, its subtle duties do not stop here. The model is 

directional in character and show the inevitable convergence to the point of the atman. Ultimately 

it becomes a creative force for the intuitive experience. In the Tait. Up. all the eschatological 

forces at work owe their allegiance to this model. In effect, it is practice in accordance with this 

model which is one of the ways that produces thejFvanmukta. 

This researcher has a pastoral concern about the high rate of death anxiety and suicides in 

the South African Hindu community. It is the view of the researcher that this community has a 

cultural psyche which is not only unique but in many ways an inheritance from the Vedic past. 

This collective psyche which is now experiencing these aberrations may be healed by the correct 

application of the Upanishadic knowledge. The paficakoia model is in many respects an 

assembly of psychological elements akin to the community's psyche and may accordingly be used 

as the basis for psychotherapy for this healing to take place. The workings of the human mind, 

the doctrine of mortality and immortality, the death-process ( 4. 7.2), the inherent capacity to 
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overcome karma ( 4.12) - all these essential components of the pai'icakosas model form rich 

material for such a study and consequently for the amelioration ofhuman suffering. 

6.8 The paiicakosas and suicides. 

In analyzing suicides against the paficakosa background the following points may be 

made: 

6.8.1 Natural deaths or suicides are the effect of the other four kosas detaching themselves from 

the body (annamayakosa). In the instance of a natural death thejfva evolves to newer life-forms 

in accordance with its karmas ( 4.12). In suicides a type of negative will is strengthened to the 

ex1ent that it leads to the abrupt delinking of the annamayakosa from the other kosas. In this 

case the will is inconectly used. 

6.8.2 From connselling sessions the researcher observed that many individuals with suicidal 

tendencies had a poor opinion of their bodies (annamayakosa) . They had a negative view of their 

physical fate. The death and decay ofthe body was immaterial to them. They wanted to escape 

fiom the body and its limitations. Such persons were obviously unaware of the vast potential 

latent in the amzamayakosa. Such people need a type of education that explore~ the molcya 

potential of the annamayakosa (4.6.1) Fmthermore, they need to know that the body is the 

gross, moving 'temple of God'. The body is sacred and it is linked with a divine pmpose. Such 

an attitude is a healing process in itself 

6.8.3 The pra~1amayakosa has a variety of manifestations ( 4. 7.1) one of which is the function of 

the udiina prii~za ( 4. 7.1). The inherent potential of this priina to transcend samsara must be 

discovered and utilized for the emancipation from suffering. 

6.8.4 The manomayakosa is a conglomerate of the vrttis (thought impressions) ( 4.8.1) These 

may be of two kinds : negative vrttis impede spiritual progress and positive vrttis promote 
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spiritual growth. A nzanonzayakosa ·with moksa-laden vrttis 1s a deterrent m committing 

suicides (4.9). 

6.8.5 The anandamayak?sa is a reservoir of bliss always inherent in the individual (4.10). 

Meditation on tills kosa has the potential to wean victims of depression away from their mental 

traumas to regions of psychological stability and happiness. 

6.8.6 Even when the disembodied jlva (i.e. the subtle and causal bodies) (4.4.2) go to other 

lokas ( 4.13) their full mo~a potential is not realized. The Ups. consider this intermediate 

eschatological goal as spiritual suicide (3.9). The Vedanta emphasizes the need for bringing out 

the full potential of the )iva in the ultimate state of mo~a. Lower eschatological goals (lokas) 

delay the attainment of mo~a. 

6.9 The ii.tman, witness-consciousness and healing. 

A progressive shift of attention from one kosa to the next invests a practical meditator 

with the capacity for "witness-consciousness". This state implies the ability to witness a less 

subtle kda from the standpoiut of more subtle one. This meditation technique may be perfected 

by practice (abhyasa). Such an exercise is possible within the framework of the paficakosas at 

the pre-/ivannzukta level. ·However, the jTvanmukta is established in "witness-consciousness"­

"He (iitman) is never seen but is the seer, He is never heard but is the hearer" (Br. Up. 3. 7.23 ). 

The above meditation may be useful for those afflicted by death anxiety and suicidal 

tendencies. Such individuals may be trained to find help within themselves rather than to be 

helpless victims of any trauma. "Witness-consciousness" at the lllgher kosas affords one, firstly, 

the ability to withdraw one's mind from the problematic areas ofthe lower kosas, and secondly, 

the capacity to identifY with values like healthy determination and bliss which are products of the 

higher kdas . The practice and perfection oftllls technique facilitates the movement ofthe mind 

133 



from agony to happiness, from depression to joy. The paFicakosas have an intrinsic ability to 

ave1t impending catastrophes and to promote a zest for life. 

6.10 Globalization and the future. 

With the cunent globalization process in full momentum many previous cultural and 

hist01ical prejudices are being obliterated. This is generating unparalleled opportunities to forge 

the kind of shift in paradigm we need to survive in the twenty-first century. Vedanta view.s the 

world as a comprehensive and interco:np.ected whole. The development of this ideal implies a 

helpful cross-cultural bonowing. From the Hindu position there is nothing richer to give, nothing 

so profound to impart, than the knowledge of the Ups. For the Hindu this means a return to the 

spirit of the Ups. and the corresponding application of that spirit to the challenges of the post­

modem world. Herein lies the potential for immense goodness but "the harvest has long been 

ripening for the sickle, but as yet, to our reproach, those who reap are few." 
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abhyiisa 

acarya 

adhibhautika 

iidhidaivika 

adhvaryu 

adhyiitnzika 

Advaita 

agami (karma) 

Agni 

ahwikiira 

aji'iiina 

GLOSSARY OF SANSKRIT TERMS 

Practice ; practice of spiritual discipline. 

Spiritual teacher. 

Proceeding from bhutas or elements. 

Pertaining to gods. 

One of the priests officiating at a sacrifice, his duty being to 

measure the ground, build the altar, prepare the sacrificial vessels, 

etc. Wltile he is engaged in these duties, hymns from the Y ajur 

Veda are recited. 

Pertaining to the iitnzan . 

Non-duality; a school ofVedanta Philosophy, teaching the oneness 

of God, soul and universe, whose chief exponent was 

Shankar a. 

One of the three kinds of actions in the theory of karma in Indian 

Philosophy, the other two being prarabdha and saficita. Agami is 

the action performed in this life which will produce its results in a 

future life. 

Deity presiding over fire ; fire. 

Ego or '!'-consciousness; one ofthe four functions ofthe inner­

organ. (See antahkarw2a). 

A term ofVedanta Philosophy meaning ignorance,individual or 

cosmic. According to non-dualistic Vedanta, ajfiana is 
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antahkara~za 

ananda 

cinandamayakosa 

annamayakosa 

apariividyci 

apana 

Ant,Q.yaka 

asrama 

iitnzan 

Aum 

Jidya 

fi an's · li ·t as also or ID 
responsible for the perception ofmultlp Cl Y 

bondage and suffering. 
ddhi (intellect 

The inner-organ comprising manas (mind), bU 

. a11d ahali/<Jira (ego). 
or detenninative faculty), citta (l])l.Jld-stuff), 

Bliss. 

Sheath of bliss. 

Sheath made up of food, physical body. 

Empirical knowledge. 

· of which the 
A modification of the vital breath, by the actlOn 

dare ultimately 
unasimilated food and chink go downward an . 

· breatll. 
ejected; also the movement ofthe out-gorog 

A section of the Vedas (See Vedas). 

. . life of a Hindu : 
Stage of life. There are four asramas in the 

. . in the household), 
(1) brahnzacaJya (student), (2) garhastya (Jivwg 

(3) vanaprastha (retiring to the forest) and (4) sannyiisa 

( renWlciation). 

·thin the contex:t of 
The Self or the Soul ; consciousness viewed Wl 

·t is non­
the individual. According to non- dualistic Vedanta 

1 

different from the supreme soul (brahman). 

1 of both the 
The most sacred word of the Vedas; It is the S)'lllbo 

Personal God and of the Absolute. 

. dividual or 
A term ofVedanta Philosophy meaning ignorance, 11l 

cosmic. 

Commentary. 
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bhokta 

bhuh 

bhuvah 

brahmaloka 

brahman 

brahnzavidya 

Brahma 

Brahmana 

buddhi 

caitanya 

cit 

chandraloka 

dar sana 

dharma 

de vas 

Gayatn 

Enjoyer. 

Earth 

The space between earth and heaven; the atmosphere. 

The plane of Brahma, roughly corresponding to the highest heaven 

of the dualistic religions, where fortunate souls go after death and 

enjoy comunion with the Personal God. 

The Absolute; the Supreme Reality of non-dualistic Vedanta. 

The knowledge of brahman. 

The Creator-God; the first person ofthe Hindu Trinity; the other 

two being Visnu and Siva. 

One ofthe two main sections ofthe Vedas. 

Intelligence or detenninative faculty; one of the four divisions of 

the inner-organ or antahkara?za according to Indian Philosophy 

(see antahkaraJJ.a). 

Pure consciousness. 

Pure consciousness. 

The sphere lunar light, where souls repair after death to enjoy the 

:fruit of their meritorious deeds done with a selfish motive. 

Philosophy. 

Righteousness; duty; the intrinsic nature of a thing which governs 

its growth. 

(Lit. shining ones). The gods ofHinduism. 

Vedic mantra; Vedic metre oftwenty four syllables. 
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gu~za (1) Quality ; (2) Ingredient ; (3) Merit ; also the three constituents 

of prakrti viz. sattva, rajas and lamas - sattva stands for placidity, 

rajas for restlessness and activity and tamas for inertia. 

hira~zyagarbha A name of brahman; the first manifestation of brahman; the 

cosmic form of the Self creating the subtle universe. 

hotri A pliest conducting a sacti.fice; especially one who recites the 

prayers ofthe Rg Veda at the sacrifice. 

fudra The king of gods in the Vedic Religion. 

indriyas Organs. There are two types of organs : paficajfianendr/yas (five 

organs of knowledge - ears, the skin, the eyes, the nose and the 

tongue) and pailcakarmendr{yas (five organs of action - organs of 

speech, the hands, the feet and the organs of evacuation and 

generation). 

-, 
lsvara Saguna brahman or brahman with attributes, as the ruler of the 

UlllVerse. 

}a gat The Wliverse. 

jagrat Wakefulness, waking stste. 

japa Repetition of a holy syllable or sacred formula as a religious. 

discipline. 

}iva The individual soul. 

jTvannzukta One enjoying liberation while in the body. 

jivatma Individual soul 
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Jfiana 

jfianakiinda 

Jizani 

kilral'}a 

karma 

karmakiinda 

karika 

kosa 

lalcya~za 

lokas 

manana 

man as 

manomayakosa 

Knowledge, the process of reasoning by means ofwhich ultimate 

Truth is attained. 

The knowledge (philosophical) portion ofthe Vedas. 

Knower; a follower of the path of discrimination. 

Instmment. 

Action in general; duty; ritualistic worship; results of action. 

The pa1t of the Vedas that deal with rituals and sac1ifices. 

A type of commentary in verse; the famous k5rika of 

Gaudapada on the Mandukya Upanisad. 

(Lit. sheath or covering). The following are the five kosas as 

described in Vedanta philosophy : ( 1) The annamayakosa or gross 

physical body made of and sustained by food, (2) the 

prii~zamayakosa or vital sheath or energy sheath, (3) the 

manomayakosa or mental sheath, ( 4) the vijniinamayakosa or the 

sheath of intelligence, and (5) the anandamayako.Sa or the sheath 

of bliss. These five sheaths cover the atnzan which is the 

innermost reality ofthejTva and is untouched by the characteristics 

ofthe sheaths. 

Implication, secondary meaning. 

Regions or worlds, subtle dimensions. 

Cogitation. 

Mind. 

Mind or mental sheath 
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mantra 

maya 

mo~a 

mukta 

mumuksu 

nididhyasana 

nirvana 

nirvikalpa 

nirvikalpa samadhi 

ni~kiinzakarma 

nityakarma 

Paficadast 

paranzaharhsa 

Pitrycma 

pradhana 

Holy Sanskrit text; the sacred formula used mjapa, or repetition of 

God's name. Also one ofthe two maiD. sections of the Vedas. 

A term ofVedanta philosophy denotmg ignorance obscuring the 

VISIOn of Reality; the cosmic illusion on account of which the one 

appears as many, the Absolute as the relative. 

Liberation. 

The liberated one. 

Aspirer after liberation. 

Meditation. 

Final deliverance. 

Indetenninate. 

The highest state of samiidhi in which the aspirant realizes his total 

oneness with brahman. 

Motiveless action - action done without expectation of any return. 

Daily duties. 

(Lit. five and ten) fifteen; here the name of the work used in this 

(as it has fifteen chapters) the author of which is Sri Vidyaranya 

Swami. It is a work on Advaita Vedanta with a chapter on the 

paficakosas. 

One belonging to the highest order of sannyasins, or monks. 

The Southem Path, or Way of the Manes, by which departing souls 

attain to Chandraloka, or the sphere oflunar light. 

The prima1y or unevolved matter; another epithet of pralq-ti, the 

source of the visible universe. 
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prajFiii, praji1iina 

prakrti 

prii~wnzayakosa 

prarabdha karma 

pratya~anubhuti 

purii~w 

rajas 

rsi 

sam a 

sanzadhi 

sanzsara 

sarizskiira 

salicita karma 

Siinkhya 

Consciousness. 

P1imalnature, also see pradhana. 

Vital sheath ; energy sheath. 

The p01tion of the work performed in a previous life which is 

bearing fiuit in the present life. 

Intuition; direct perception 

Ancient; a type of semi-mythological and semi-historical 

documents of the Hindus. 

Soul; so called because it is e>..'Perienced as abiding in the cavity of 

the heart. 

One of the three gu!Jas that constitute prakrti, whose nature 

is restlessness and activity. 

A seer ofTruth to whom the wisdom of the Vedas was revealed. 

Song; name of one ofthe four Vedas and also a name of brah!J1an. 

Superconscious trance; absorption in the goal meditated upon. 

Phenomenal existence and transmigration, empirical existence . 

Impression. 

Actions performed in a previous life which remain stored up, 

to bear fiuit in a future life. 

One of the six systems of orthodox Hindu philosophy, which 

teaches that the Wliverse evolves as the result of the Wlion of 

pra/q"ti (nature) and purusha (consciousness). According to this 

system, which is attributed to Kapila, there are as many purushas, 

or units of consciousness, as there are living beings. 
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' :-sanra 

satcitananda 

sat tva 

savika/pa 

s/oka 

smrti 

soma 

, 
srava~Ja 

sruti 

suk/a 

su~nzdarTra 

sushumna 

s~upti 

svah 

svapna 

taijasa 

'a mas 

imasika 

Body. 
'[his is the intrinsic 

Existence, knowledge and bliss-absolute. 

nature of brahman. 

Pmity 

Determinate. 

Verse. 
des of the lful.dus, 

What is remembered. Manuals of moral co 

secondary sc1iptures ofthe Hindus. 

The juice of a creeper, used in Vedic sacrifices. 

h receptor). 
Hearing (of the scriptural truths froll1 t e P 

What is heard or revealed~ Vedas. 

White or bright. 

Subtle body. 

us systeill, the 
Among the innumerable nerves in the nervo 

·thin the spinal 
It is situated Wl sushunzna is the most inportant. 

. to the brain. 
column and extends :fi·om the base of the spllle 

'"fh.e 

· s is . ·rual eoengy nse ' 
sushumna, through which the awakened spJ11. 

t brahman. 
described as the Brahmavartman, or PartlJ.waY 

0 

Deep sleep. 

Heaven 

Dream 
x:periencB· 

Soul identified with the mind or subtle body in drearll e 

One ofthe constituents (inertia) ofprakrti 

Of or pertaining to lamas (inertia). 
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udgiitri 

upadhi 

upiisana 

vairagya 

vas ana 

vediinga 

Vedanta 

videhamukti 

vijfiiina 

vijficmamayakosa 

vikalpa 

viksepa 

viveka 

vrtti 

Yama 

One ofthe officiating priests in a Vedic sacrifice; his duty was to 

recite from the Sarna Veda. 

Limiting adjunct. A term ofVedanta philosohpy denot4!g a 

limitation imposed upon the Self or upon Brahman through 

ignorance. 

Meditation, worship. 

Dispassion. 

Latent impression. 

Auxiliaries of the Vedas. They are six in number, viz., siksa 

(science ofpronunciation), kalpa (the code of rituals) vyakaranam 

(grammar) niruktam (etymology) chandas (metre) andjyotism 

(astrology). 

(Lit. The essence or the concluding portion of the Vedas). A 

system of philosophy ascribed to Vyasa, discussed mainly in the 

Upanisads, the Bhagavad Gita and the Brahma Sutras. 

Liberation after the physical death of the body. 

Knowledge; Self-realization. 

The intellectual sheath. 

Doubt; fancy; determination; modification. 

Projection; one of the two powers of ajt1iina, due to which contrary 

objects are projected. 

Discrimination. 

Modification; thought impressions. 

The king of death, a Vedic deity. 
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yoga Union ofthe individual soul (atman) with the supreme Soul 

(brahman) ; the discipline by which such union is effected, Yoga 

System (one ofthe six systems of Hindu Philosophy ascribed to 

Patanjali). 

yogi One who practices yoga. 

..... 

. ' 
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