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and the Vedāntic Way of Seeing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 226

A.4 Advaita Vedānta . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227

A.5 Vedānta’s Three Points of Departure . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227

A.6 The Highest Principle in Advaita Vedānta . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227
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Preface

This book is the first part of a projected four-part series aimed at introducing
modern English readers to the fundamental ideas and practices of the Hindu tra-
dition called Vedānta. Vedānta is one of those many vibrant and rich philosoph-
ical and religious traditions of India. It reaches back some two and a half millen-
nia to that “axial” age of Indian history in which the great Upanis.ads were com-
posed. The Upanis.ads are called the Vedānta, or the “final parts of the Veda” and
are the foundational texts from which the school gets its insights and its name.1

Though rooted in the distant past, Vedānta is still actively studied and cultivated
in India today. Moreover, Vedānta occupies a prominent place among the hand-
ful of Indic intellectual and literary traditions, such as the study of logic (nyāya),
for instance, or literary criticism (alaṅkāra), that were developed into coherent
and sophisticated bodies of knowledge. Over the many centuries of India’s con-
tinuous cultural history, the study of Vedānta occupied many of India’s finest
thinkers and writers. Brilliant thinkers such as the great Gaud. apāda (7th cent.
CE), Śaṅkara (7th cent. CE), Man. d. ana Miśra (7th-8th cent. CE), Sureśvara (7th-
8th cent. CE), Padmapādācārya (7th-8th cent. CE), Vācaspati Miśra (9th cent.
CE), Śrı̄hars.a (12th cent. CE), Vidyāran. ya (15th cent. CE), and Madhusūdana
Sarasvatı̄ (17th cent CE), to name only a few, have made huge contributions to
the development of Vedānta as a profound way of viewing and relating to the
world. Vedānta has a wealth of insight and methodology from which the rest of
the world may learn much.

The literature associated with Vedānta, however, is vast like an ocean and
difficult. How does one learn to swim in that ocean without being overwhelmed

1“Final parts of the Veda” means the last texts composed before the ”canon” of śruti or the “hear-
ing” (India’s version of revelation), was closed. The Vedas are a vast literature of hymns, rituals,
and mythology dating back in their earliest sections to around 1500 BCE. They are written in a
pre-Sanskrit language called Vedic and were memorized and transmitted through the centuries by
families of the ritual specialists, the brāhman. as. Over the course of time certain “secret teachings”
developed in those families and were recorded in the form of the Upanis.ads. The Upanis.ads are thus
also regarded as the “final word” or conclusion of Vedic wisdom.

ix



x Preface

by its depth and enormity and sinking spasmodically down into the gloomy
depths of confusion? This is the problem this series of translation/commentaries
seeks to address. One might think of the parts of this series as a succession
of swimming lessons, each succeeding lesson taking one further out into that
ocean of Vedānta. The hope is that after completing all these lessons a student,
accustomed now to the water and strong enough to stay afloat on his or her
own, will be able to explore some of the other, more remote areas of that ocean.
From another perspective this series of texts is a series of steps in a stairway
leading up to the peak of a huge mountain from which one might take in the
breath-taking vista of the world as seen through Vedāntic eyes. Of course, four
steps will not get one all the way to the summit, but one will be able to initiate
a stride and a momentum which if continued will carry one eventually to the
top. In either case, this series is primarily meant to initiate in readers a process
of reflection on the teachings of Vedānta that will not only inform, but also bring
them closer to an authentic participation in the Vedāntic world-view without
necessarily deposing their old world-views or denying the validity or value of
other world-views.

The texts presented in this series are offered in a bilingual format, that is, in
Sanskrit (in the Devanāgarı̄ script), the language of the original texts, and in En-
glish, an important modern language. The reason for this is that translations are
always inexact. No matter how hard one tries, one can only approximate the
original in its translation to another language. Therefore one constantly needs
to return to the original for clarification, confirmation, and refinement of one’s
understanding of a text. This cannot be done if the original text is not present.
Hans-Georg Gadamer considered understanding to be the result of a conversa-
tion between conversation partners. A conversation, however, cannot take place
unless all the partners are present to each other in some way. In the case of this
series of texts, the most important of the conversation partners are the texts being
translated and annotated. It is true that only a reader who knows some Sanskrit
will be able to take advantage of the presence of the original. Nevertheless, the
presence of the texts is itself a strong incentive for interested readers to learn the
language. Indeed, readers are strongly encouraged to learn Sanskrit in order to
read the texts for themselves. Those who do not know Sanskrit and who do not
wish to learn it may satisfy themselves with the translations and notes. Those
who choose to undertake the great endeavor may begin with the Appendix in
which the Sanskrit alphabet, the Devanāgarı̄ script, and a pronunciation guide
are provided. There are also some suggestions there for some excellent books
that will help one continue the process of learning the language. In the case of
someone learning Sanskrit, this series will also prove quite useful. He or she can
learn to read by comparing my translations with the original to see how I have
chosen to interpret the text. There are perhaps many things that one might have
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reason to regret doing in one’s life, but the study of Sanskrit will certainly not be
one of them. Knowledge of Sanskrit opens the door to one of the richest tradi-
tions of wisdom and culture the world has ever seen. The original texts are given
in Devanāgarı̄ instead of Roman script with diacritics because it is felt that any-
one who knows enough Sanskrit to benefit from reading the original text will
be able to read it in the Devanāgarı̄. Also, those learning Sanskrit will benefit
by being forced to read the texts in the Devanāgarı̄ rather than in a Romanized
form.

Each part of the series contains two texts with their translations and notes in
English. One of the texts comes from the Advaita (a-dvaita, non-dualistic) branch
of Vedānta and the other text comes from the Acintya-bhedābheda (acintya-bheda-
abheda, inconceivable-difference and non-difference) branch. There are several
reasons for the juxtaposition of texts from schools that occupy in many respects
two opposite ends of the Vedāntic spectrum. One reason is to provide readers
with some sense of the breadth and variety of the Vedāntic traditions. The Ad-
vaita tradition presents a vision of the absolute as an impersonal being that is
pure consciousness without limitation or second, and of the world as essentially
a superimposition of unreality onto the reality of the impersonal absolute. This
impersonal absolute is referred to as Brahman (“the Greatest,” “that than which
there is none greater”). Advaita Vedānta is “non-dualistic” in the sense that it
understands there to be only one reality, Brahman; aside from Brahman there
is no second being or reality. Any cognition or understanding to the contrary
is rooted in ignorance which when counteracted by knowledge is destroyed,
revealing beneath the appearance of diversity the true singularity of being in
Brahman. To the Acintya-bhedābheda school, however, Brahman is but the low-
est manifestation of a multifaceted absolute. The fullest manifestation of the
absolute according to this Vedāntic school is a personal god who is endowed
with amazing, inconceivable powers through which all conceivable limitations
are overcome and impossible things are made possible. It is thus a thoroughly
theistic and realistic Vedānta in which the world is not considered unreal. The
world is real because it is produced by one of the real powers of that personal
deity. Ignorance, in this worldview, is manifested in the living being’s profound
and ancient forgetfulness of that personal deity and of its personal relationship
with that deity. Knowledge brings about remembrance of and re-envigoration of
one’s relationship with the deity. Thus along this axis the spectrum of Vedānta
runs from monistic idealism at one end to theistic realism at the other and both
strands are anchored in the same body of texts, the Upanis.ads.

There is another axis along which the texts of each school stand in oppo-
sition. The Advaita tradition is the oldest surviving Vedāntic school. There
were certainly earlier schools of Vedānta since we have some names of earlier
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Vedāntins and even some fragments of their works, but their schools have not
survived. Advaita Vedānta through the brilliance of its most powerful exponent,
Śrı̄ Śaṅkarācārya (7th cent. CE), has been a vibrant and influential school from
his time down to the present. It was the school against which all the later schools
struggled for a place in the sun, sometimes adopting, sometimes modifying, and
sometimes attacking its positions. Every later school to some extent defined itself
in relationship to the Advaita school. The Acintya-bhedābheda school, however,
was one of the last of the schools of Vedānta to appear. It began with the works of
the Gosvāmin of Vr.ndāvana, especially of Śrı̄ Jı̄va Gosvāmin, in the 16th century
and reached its culmination in the 18th century with Baladeva Vidyābhūs.an. a
(1700?-1780? CE). There were certainly many brilliant thinkers and profound
achievements between the founding of these two schools that should be studied
and discussed, writers like Rāmānujācārya of the Śrı̄ Vais.n. ava or Viśis.t.ādvaita
(viśis. t.a-advaita, qualified non-dualism) tradition and Śrı̄ Madhva, founder of the
Vedānta tradition known as Dvaita (dualism), to name only two. Coming so late,
however, the Acintya school was able to benefit from the insights of its many
predecessors and, in the spirit of the genuine search for the truth as it has been
practiced in India for centuries, recognized the truths discovered by those pre-
decessors and incorporated them into a synthesis that forms the foundation of
its own Vedāntic “way of seeing” (darśana). One of India’s greatest thinkers, Ab-
hinavagupta, has expressed most sagaciously the desired attitude towards one’s
predecessors in the search for truth:2

The fruit of the stairs of discrimination constructed by those who
went before is that, after climbing them higher and higher, the in-
tellect sees the truth of things without exhausting itself.

2Abhinavabhāratı̄ on Nāt.ya-śāstra 6.32.
U@vo‚@v‚mAzİ ydT‚tĆv\

DF, p[yEt ŹAE˚tmṽdy˚tF.

Pl\ tdAŊ{, pErkESptAnA\

EvṽksopAnprMprAZAm̂;

Ec/\ EnrAlMbnm̃v m˚ỹ

þm̃yEs˚DO þTmAvtArm̂.

t˚mAg‚lAB̃ sEt s̃t̀b˚D -
p̀rþEtďAEd n Ev-myAy;

t-mAt̂ stAm/ n d́EqtAEn

mtAEn tA˚ỹv t̀ foEDtAEn.

ṕv‚þEtďAEptyojnAs̀

ḿlþEtďAPlmAnE˚t;
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I consider amazing those first crossings, without any support, over
the ocean of truths; but when that path is found, the bridges that
were erected before no longer astound me.

Therefore, the views of the sages [my predecessors] are not faulted
here, only corrected. They say that the fruit of a fundamentally sound
position rests on the constructions made by those gone before.

This is the attitude that the framers of the Acintya school, especially Śrı̄ Jı̄va
Gosvāmin, had towards their predecessors. Jı̄va recognizes their positions as
fundamentally true, but not yet the complete truth. His work does not involve
faulting or dismissing the views of his predecessors, but correcting or complet-
ing them. This comes out most clearly in the brief passage that defines the funda-
mental position of the Acintya school in which Jı̄va writes about the relationship
between the personal absolute, in his view Kr.s.n. a, and Kr.s.n. a’s powers:

Therefore, because of our being unable to think of it [the power] as
not different from his [the personal absolute’s] own nature, differ-
ence is perceived; and because of our being unable to think of it as
different from his own nature, non-difference is perceived. There-
fore, difference and non-difference of the power and its possessor are
accepted and those are unthinkable [ie., beyond our conceptual ca-
pacity].3

Jı̄va, thus, recognizes the truth in the position of those who teach non-dif-
ference, that is, the Advaita Vedāntin, and the truth in the position of those who
teach difference, that is, the Dvaita Vedāntin. That the Acintya school was deeply
indebted to their predecessors in the study of Vedānta has been amply demon-
strated by Mahanamabrata Brahmacari in his work Vais.n. ava Vedānta. He dis-
cusses Jı̄va Gosvāmin’s Vedānta in relationship to those of Śaṅkara and Rāmānu-
ja and quite surprisingly finds him coming closer to or rather agreeing more with
Śaṅkara’s non-dualistic view than with Rāmānuja’s more theistic-friendly, qual-
ified version of non-dualism.4 Brahmacari unfortunately neglects the influence
of Madhva on Jı̄va. That dependency is amply documented in the works of one

3t-mAd̂-v!pAdEBà(ṽn Ec˚tEyt̀mfÈ(vAĽ̃d, , EBà(ṽn Ec˚tEyt̀mfÈ(vAdB̃dŰ þtFyt iEt
fEÄfEÄmtoB̃‚dAB̃dAṽvA¡Fk̂tO tO cAEc˚(yAEvEt, Jı̄va’s Sarva-sam. vādinı̄ on Bhagavat-sandarbha, para
16, (Chatterjee), pp. 36-37.

4Members of Rāmānuja’s qualified non-dualism school argue that the relationship between the
supreme, the living entities, and the world is like that between a thing qualified and its quali-
fiers. Thus, Brahman, the supreme being, is “qualified” by its “qualifiers,” the living beings and
the world. There exists between the three categories, therefore, not an absolute non-difference, but a
non-difference like that between a thing qualified and its qualifiers.
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of the great scholars of the Madhva tradition, B. N. K. Sharma.5 Whether Jı̄va’s
synthesis of the teachings of his predecessors is ultimately satisfying or success-
ful or not certainly remains open to debate. Jı̄va’s school, however, deserves
attention as an important step, another step in the Vedāntic stairway, towards a
more thorough-going synthesis of Vedāntic thought. It is, therefore, included in
this series alongside of Śaṅkara’s tradition.

The first part of this series contains the traditional beginning texts of each
of the schools of Vedānta. For Advaita Vedānta the Vedānta-sāra or Essentials of
Vedānta of Sadānanda (16th cent. CE) is the text that has been used for centuries
to introduce beginning students to the non-dualistic school. The Acintya school
often also begins with that same text, but then augments it with the Prameya-
ratnāvalı̄ or the Necklace of Truth-Jewels of Baladeva Vidyābhūs.an. a, which presents
briefly, in a form easy to memorize, the accepted dogmas of the Acintya tradi-
tion. Since these texts are described extensively in the introduction to this vol-
ume, nothing more need be said about them here.

The second part of the series will contain more advanced introductory texts.
For Advaita Vedānta this will be the Vedānta-paribhās. a or Discourse on Vedānta of
Dharmarāja Adhvarı̄ndra (16th cent. CE). This work uses some of the methods
of the new school of logic (navya-nyāya) to examine the sources of knowledge on
which the doctrines that are accepted by the Advaita tradition are based. It is
thus primarily epistemological in nature, though in the second part of the book
the author presents the dogmas that he feels are supported by the sources of
knowledge as defined in the first part. Representing the Acintya school will be
the Siddhānta-ratna or Jewel of Conclusion of Baladeva Vidyābhūs.an. a. This text
along with a commentary by the author is sometimes referred to as the seat
(pı̄t.haka) or introduction to the author’s commentary on the Brahma-sūtra (Apho-
risms on Brahman). In this work Baladeva gives a more detailed discussion of the
fundamental teachings of the Acintya school along with many of the proof-texts
that support those teachings. Work on this section of the series is already under
weigh.

The third volume will bring us to the heart of the Vedānta tradition by pre-
senting the actual commentaries of each school on the first four aphorisms of
the Brahma-sūtra. It is primarily in the exercise of commenting on the Brahma-
sūtra that the various schools of Vedānta have established their own places in
the Vedāntic world. Śaṅkara’s introduction to and commentary on the first four
aphorisms will be joined by the sub-commentary of Vācaspati Miśra, with which
it is usually read in the standard course of studies for Advaitins-in-training. That

5See the Bibliography for some of his important works.
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will be balanced by the Acintya school’s Govinda-bhās.ya (Govinda’s Commentary)6

by Baladeva Vidyābhūs.an. a on same first four aphorisms of the Brahma-sūtra with
his own sub-commentary called the Sūks.ma-tı̄kā (Subtle Gloss). Reading these two
groups of commentaries together will reveal most clearly the points at which the
two schools differ radically from each other and the points on which they agree.

The final part of the series will present a small taste of the higher level texts
that have been unusually important in the traditions to which they belong. Thus,
the first part of the Vivaran. a-prameya-saṅgraha (Collection of the Truths of the Vivara-
n. a), Vidyāran. ya’s summary of Prakāśātman Yati’s (11th cent. CE) masterful sub-
sub-commentary called the Pañcapādikā-vivaran. a,7 will be the Advaita contribu-
tion to this part of the series. Prakāśātman’s commentary set the tone and di-
rection for what became the main current of interpretation of Śaṅkara’s thought
in the Advaita Vedānta tradition and thus holds a position of great respect and
authority in the later tradition. The commentary itself is too long and difficult
for beginning students, but Vidyāran. ya’s summary is accessible, well-organized,
and, though challenging, relatively clear. Like the commentary it summarizes,
however, the Vivaran. a-prameya-saṅgraha is large and so only the first portion will
be translated. For the Acintya school, the Bhagavat-sandarbha (Treatise on the Lord),
the second treatise (sandarbha) of Jı̄va Gosvāmin’s famous collection of six trea-
tises,8 will constitute its contribution to that volume. It might have been better
to include Jı̄va’s first treatise, but that has been translated a couple of times re-
cently.9 In his second treatise Jı̄va Gosvāmin places Brahman and Bhagavān into
what in his eyes is their proper relationship, that is, in a hierarchical relation-
ship in which Brahman is recognized as the least complete manifestation and
Bhagavān the most complete manifestation of the absolute. He then delineates
in detail the nature of that personal being or Lord (known as bhagavat, the pos-
sessor of bhaga, good fortune, happiness). The Bhagavat-sandrabha, thus, lays the
foundation of the theology of the Acintya school with stones quarried from the
rich marble deposits of Vedānta.

This series of translations is approximately comparable to a one or perhaps
two year course in Vedānta. Every effort will be made to make the texts acces-
sible to modern English readers. Extensive introductions, accompanying origi-
nal texts, complete and, hopefully, useful footnoting, glossaries, bibliographies,
pronunciation guides and perhaps, in later editions, the major commentaries

6Govinda is another name of Kr.s.n. a. The commentary is called “Govinda’s Commentary” be-
cause, according to Baladeva, Govinda appeared to him in dream and urged him to write it.

7It is a commentary on Padmapāda’s commentary, the Pañcapādikā, which is on Śaṅkara’s com-
mentary on the first four sūtra of the Brahma-sūtra.

8This collection is called the S. at.-sandarbha (The Six Treatises) or the Bhāgavata-sandarbha (Treatises
on the Bhāgavata Purān. a).

9See the bibliography for the details of these translations of Jı̄va’s Tattva-sandarbha.
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on the texts will be provided for each part of the series. Each part will also
contain an essay or essays by leading scholars of the traditions represented. In
this first part, for instance, there is part of a summary of the Advaita philoso-
phy by Dinesh Chandra Bhattacharya, a respected scholar of that tradition. In
the later parts, there will be essays, translated from either Sanskrit or Bengali,
of profound scholars of Vedānta like Pramathanath Tarkabhushana, Gopinath
Kaviraj, N. S. Anantakrishna Sastri, Radhagovinda Nath, Srimohan Tarkatirtha,
Pancanan Sastri, and Minati Kar. These essays hopefully will serve not only to
add to our understanding of this rich and complex tradition, but also to reveal
how vibrant and alive it still is today. It is hoped that this effort and others like it
will help make a powerful tradition of thought on matters of “ultimate concern”
like Vedānta a valuable and enriching part of our common human heritage.
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