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CONSCIOUSNESS IN SHANKAR’S ADVAITA 

 

Deonath Tripathi         
 

        Indian philosophy has divergent views on the origin of the world. Some 
say that the world originated from the matter; others say that it originated out 
of nothing; still others say that it originated from the matter with the help of 
the Supreme Self. Some others are of the view that it came into being from the 
One that is of the nature of absolute existence, consciousness, and bliss. 
Sankar’s Advaita follows the last version and tries to establish that the world 
of our experience is a matter of illusion founded on the transcendental reality 
that is none other than Brahman. This reality is without a beginning and 
without an end.  It transcends the world and, at the same time, it is also 
immanent in the world. It makes the foundation on which the world exists. 
This reality is none other than one’s true self, which is finally not different 
from the universal self. It is the soul of the world; only because of its exist-
ence, does the world exist. In a nutshell, this is the position of Advait Ve-danta 
regarding the nature of Ultimate Reality. 
      Etymologically, Advaita does not subscribe to the view of accepting a sec-
ond entity of the same rank as the first one. Shankar presupposes only one 
positive entity which can never be sublated and takes that up to the rank of 
Ultimate Reality negating anything and everything accepted as positive in 
other systems of thought. Each and everything of this world is ultimately a 
transformation of the same reality. In the view of Shankar, the transfor-mation 
is a case of illusion. This monism consists in the negation of the world. The 
world of our experience, with different kinds of objects, external and internal, 
has come from a single source, which appears as many due to ignorance. This 
appearance as many sieges to exist through the realisation of the aspirant's own 
true self called Brahman. The ultimate goal of human life culminates in the 
realisation of Brahman. Thus, Brahman is the ultimate philosophical entity and 
the ultimate spiritual destination of the humankind as per Shankar. The 
realisation of this reality is traditionally called Mokṣa which is eternal in itself 
as ascertained from such ‘shruti’ as "na sa punarāvartate'.1   
         With this background on the philosophy of Shankar, let us try to under-
stand what consciousness actually means in the system of Shankar.  
       In the system, consciousness is common to both, the individual self and 
the universal self. The same consciousness is considered to be universal when 
reflected in māyā and individual when reflected in internal organs. According 
to some, māyā is distinguished from avidyā, the former being dominant with 
pure sattva in comparison to the latter. Others say that māyā is single and  
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  avidyās are parts of māyā. Therefore, Māyā is one and avidyās are many. Thus the plurality of avidyā 
accounts for the plurality of Jīvas. It is also plausible toendow the single avidyā with a plurality  of potencies 
which may account for   the plurality of the jīvas. When a certain Jīva is liberated, that particular po-tency 
alone is destroyed, not avidyā as such. This also explains that the de-struction of the potency of avidyā 
justifies the continuance of bondage for other Jīvas. 
               The avidyopahita caitanya or antaḥkaraṇopahitacaitanya passes three states : waking, dream, and 
sleep. The waking state is the state of sense-generated cognition. In waking, we will have to accept the role of 
con-sciousness for the perception of unity that is behind the variety of sense functions. Logically, 
consciousness has to be different from these sense functions; it is consciousness and none other than this that 
distinguishes one sense function from another. The expression ‘I know’ is different from the expression ‘I 
see’, and this distinction can be established on the basis of consciousness only. Consciousness works when 
we undergo the expression ‘I know’, it works then too when we undergo the expression ‘I see’, and al-so it 
does  the same when we judge that  the former experience is different from the latter. 

        The dream state is very much like the waking state. Here too we have a variety of objects as we do in 
the waking state. The difference being only in that  in the waking state our senses are real, whereas in the 
dream, they are unreal. They are created by the dreaming mind. Moreover, the waking state is much longer 
than the dreaming state and we deal with objects there in a real way, as it were; we touch them, we see them, 
we here them, and so on. In comparison to the waking, the dream state is very short, though we deal with the 
unreal or created objects in the same way as we do in the waking. 

       As far as the state of sleep is concerned, we may claim to a certain ex-tant that there is no consciousness 
in that state. All the channels of receiving knowledge do not work then, they are completely shut down. Thus 
being the case, it is completely impossible to have knowledge of any kind in this state. But, as a matter of 
fact, when we wake up, we remember that we have slept happily, we remember that we have been through 
such a deep sleep that we did not happen to know anything whatsoever in our sleep. How to account for such 
a remembrance without the role of consciousness? We re-member something after we have had the 
knowledge of the thing that we remember beforehand. Memory of a thing presupposes the knowledge of that 
thing beforehand; to put it in other words, unless we have the knowledge of something before, we cannot 
remember that at a later time. Since we remember that we slept happily we can logically claim the exist-ence 
of consciousness even in our deep sleep. Consciousness was fully aware of our sound sleep when we were 
sleeping. We know the role of con-sciousness in deep sleep through the act of inference. In waking, physical 
things become the objects of consciousness, in dream, things created by our mind become the objects of 
consciousness, and in sleep, mere ignorance be-comes the object of  consciousness. Thus in sleep, there being 
no object as such, consciousness knows; nothing, only knowledge of having slept can be inferred because of 
con-sciousness. 

        It is interesting to note here that consciousness is different from objects and the sensation thereof. It is 
also different from all the three states, wak-ing, dream, and sleep. Though it  is immanent in all the three 
states, yet it transcends them, too. Since it is transcendent, it is logically possible for us to differentiate one 
state from another among the three of them. Thus it is plausible to accept another level of consciousness 
called turīya caitanya. In all the states consciousness is one, without any difference.2 

        Knowledge of different objects is essentially one without having any dif-ferences; it seems to be 
different on the basis of different upādhis. Ghaṭākāśa is different from maṭhākāśa when an earthen pot is 
placed out of a house, but it does not make any difference as far as ākāśa is taken as a whole as the earthen 
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pot placed out of the house makes no difference when brought inside the house. Ghaṭākāśa and maṭhākāśa 
both become the same.   

       We may be doubtful of anything in this world; we may also deny all worldly things that become objects 
of our knowledge, but it is not possible for us to deny consciousness, howsoever be we may critical of it and 
criti-cise it. At the end of the day we have to accept that it is consciousness that is doubting and it is the same 
consciousness that is denying things. 

      Thus being the case, some questions arise: When consciousness is without beginning and thus non-
generated, how can it be possible for sense organs to be causes of consciousness? What is the importance of 
the contact between sense organ and object when consciousness is all pervading? To answer these questions 
the Vedāntin says that the contact is needed to gen-erate the psychosis ( vritti ) which manifests 
consciousness. The answer provides a clear distinction between cognition and consciousness, or two layers of 
knowledge, generated and non-generated. Cognition is generated and consciousness is manifested through 
knowledge. To put it another way, in the tradition of Advaita Vedānta, consciousness is referred to by the 
terms ‘jnāna’ and ‘cit’ both where the former also stands for the psychosis that is generated through the 
contact between sense-organ and object.3 In Shankar’s Advaita , consciousness is self manifesting and there 
is no differ-ence between the self and pure consciousness. Consciousness is the sub-strate of everything that 
exists. The self is self-luminous with regard to its aspect of existence. The aspects of consciousness and bliss 
are veiled and they have to be discovered through the realisation of the true nature of the self. The world is 
superimposed on consciousness and it will remain so until the latter is realised. Consciousness is what makes 
knowledge possible. It is also reflected or manifested through knowledge. At the empirical level, the same 
consciousness is treated as many as defined by different types of ad-juncts. It gets transformed into knower, 
knowledge, and object.4  It doesn’t need an object to manifest itself as a psychosis does. A psychosis cannot 
arise in the absence of an object, exter-nal or internal. It needs an object to manifest itself and its object. 
“ahaṃ ghataṃ jānāmi, this ‘vṛtti’ arises only when ‘ayaṃ  ghataḥ”, this ‘vrtti’ pre-sents itself as an object to 
the former. In the case of the knowledge of a thing, consciousness needs a particular vṛtti as defined by the 
thing itself as its object. If it were not so, how could consciousness get manifested through knowledge? As a 
vrtti depends on an object for its emergence, what does consciousness depend on to get manifested? If it 
depended on vrtti how would its self luminosity be defended? The answer is that it is undoubtedly self 
luminous, but its self luminosity is covered with ignorance which has to be removed with the help of vrtti. 
Vrtti is a medium to remove ignorance. The role of vrtti is expected even for the realisation of the self.5 

        To explain the role of vṛtti further, the Advait accepts two kinds of vṛtti, namely, the modification of the 
mind and the modification of avidyā. In case of the erroneous cognition in the form of ‘this is silver’, ‘this’ 
repre-sents the modification of the mind and ‘silver’ represents the modification of avidyā. For the rise of the 
modification of the mind one of our five exter-nal senses needs to be connected with an object. In the present 
case of the erroneous cognition of nacre-silver, silver is not cognised because it is not connected with our 
eyes. Silver does not exist at all over there where its er-roneous cognition arises. But still it is an object of 
cognition. Vṛttivyāpyatva means being the object of a particular vṛtti. The vṛtti is meant for the remov-al of 
the veil of ignorance and the consciousness limited by such removal is traditionally known as phala. The 
connection of the object with its knowledge is superimposed. Phalavyāpyatva is possible only in case of per-
ception with external senses. In other kinds of knowledge such as parokṣajñāna, prātibhāṣikajñāna and in 
the knowledge of pleasure, pain and, etc. there is no phala and thus there exists no phalavyāpyatva. To make 
the point clearer let us try to understand the process through which a vṛttijñāna is produced. When the eyes 
get connected with an object, the mind stretches out through the eyes and reaches the object and takes the 



National Journal of Hindi & Sanskrit Research 
 

                                                                                                            ~ 42~ 
 

form of the object. This is what is called a vṛtti or the mode of the mind. This mode  of the mind removes the 
veil of ignorance that covers the con-sciousness limited by the object. Thus being manifested through the 
removal of the veil of ignorance by the mode of the mind, the consciousness limited by the object starts 
illumining the object. Through the mode of the mind the pramātṛcaitanya (subject consciousness) gets 
associated with prameyacaitanya (object consciousness). This is the ultimate point when the process of 
perception finishes; this is when the subject perceives the object. The emer-gence of vṛtti is beautifully 
depicted in Vedāntaparibhāṣā with metaphors of a field to be irrigated and water getting the shape of the 
field through irriga-tion.6  

          Consciousness is svaprakāśa7 because it is the ultimate reality and it does not depend on or require 
another thing for its manifestation. Neither does it require another consciousness that it may be known. 
Consciousness is different from objects because objects are known by consciousness, but consciousness is 
not different from itself. Svaprakāśatva is defined as avedyatve sati aparokṣavyavahārayogyatvaṃ 
svaprakāśatvam, or svāparokṣatve svātiriktānapekṣatvam meaning being directly cognizable without 
dependence on anything else.   

       The reality is of the nature of pure consciousness. It does not contain any difference. However, vṛttijñāna 
is not possible without any difference. That is to say that it has to have an object for its emergence. In the 
case of a vrttijñāna, consciousness is there undifferentiated, letting the vṛttijñāna emerge. In other words, 
consciousness is what makes our knowledge possible. In every act of knowing we are conscious of the 
existence of the ultimate, not as an object but as a subject. Or to put it differently, this is what we mean by the 
state of subjectified object where the knower can expand himself in such a way so that all objects get 
included in him.  
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