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Introduction to Mundakopanishad 
 

Dr. K. Anantha 

       The Upanisad-s, the Brahmasutra-s and the Bhagavad Gitd, form the triple text to 
all the astika systems of Indian Philosophy and are well-known as the prasthanatraya. 
of these, the Upanisad-s are the end portion of the veda-s and are the revelaed texts. 
These are also known as Jnanakanda of the veda-s. Though there are more than 
hundred Upanisad-s yet ten among them are considered to be principle Upanisad-s. 
They are the Isa, Kena, Katha, Prasna, Mundaka, Mandukya, Taittiriya, Atreya, 
Chdndogya and the Brhadaranyaka Upanisad-s. 
 

      God, soul and the world forms the subject matter of the orthodox philosophical 
systems. The Upanisad-s deal only with these three concepts. 
 

      The kernel teaching of the Upanisad-s according to the three main systems of 
Vedanta, namely Advaita, Visistadvaita, and Dvaita may be summarised as follows. 
According to Advaita the true import of the Upanisad-s is Brahman, the partless 
ultimate and is free from any attribute is the only reality. Maya or avidya is the cause 
for the appearance of Brahman soul, soul and world. The direct knowledge of Brahman 
is the only means to liberation and liberation consists in realising one's true nature as 
Brahman. 
 

      The Dvaita system holds that God, soul and the world are th.e three distinct realities 
and that the soul and the world depend on God. Bhakti is the means to liberation. And 
liberation consists in reaching the abode of the lord. 
 

The Visistadvaita too, admit that God, soul and the world are the three realities but the 
latter two are subservient to God being the body,1 of the lord. These three are in an in-
separable relation and thus form a complex whole. God is the Supreme reality and is a 
repository of all auspicious qualities. Bhakti or prapatti aided by Karma and Jnana 
constitute the sole means to liberation, which consists in attaining the divine abode, 
namely, Srivaikuntha of the Lord. 
 

The Upanisadic texts can be classified under six groups. 
 

These are as follows: 
 

1) There are certain text in the Upanisad-s which speak of Brahman as devoid of 
attributes as without change and activity and as of the nature of consciousness. The text 
"Niravadyam, Niranjanam, Vijnanamanandam, Nirvikaram, Niskalam, Niskriyam, 
Santam, Nirgunam express the above idea. 
 

     The second set of passages deny the plurality that is perceived. One such passage 
'Neha nanasti kincana, Mrttyosaa, Mrityumapnoti ya iha naneva pasyati  states that one 
who sees duality in Brahman would experience the phenomenal existence. 
 

     The third set of the Upanisadic text speak of Brahman as endowed with all 
auspicious qualities and deny the imperfections in it. For instance, the text "yah 
sarvajnah sarvavita yasya Jnanamayam tapah and apahata papma vijarah vimrttyah... 
satya sankalpa" states that Brahman is free from sins, and that Brahman possesses 
omniscience.
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     Another set declare that the souls and the world are 
non-different from Brahman. The Chandogya text 
"Sarvam kalu idam brahtna tajjalan' and the Mundaka 
text Brahmaivaidam visvam affirm the oneness of the 
world with Brahman. 
      There are, however, other Upanisadic passages which 
proclaim that Brahman is different from the world and 
the soul. prtagat manam pre taram ca matva bhokta 
bhogyam preritaram ca matva states that the individual 
soul can attain liberation by knowing that the soul is 
different from Brahman which is its inner controller. 
 

    The sixth type of passages such as "yasya prttvi 
sariram yasyapah sariram yasya tejah sariram 
yasydvyaktam sariram yasyaksaram sariram yasya 
mrtyuh sariram yasydtma sariram" state that the earth is 
Its body, the waters, light and the souls are his body.  He 
is the inner self of all and controls them from within. 
     Thus there seems to be apparent contradictions in the 
Upanisadic passages and these are in regard to the 
essential nature of Brahman. No part of the Upanisad-s 
can be treated as invalid and they are to be interpreted in 
such a way so that there would be no contradiction. 
     The advatin explain the apparent inconsistances thus: 
the Upanisad-s declare two forms of Brahman namely 
para and apara (higher and lower). The former one is 
devoid of attributes and is without activity or 
modification. The latter one possess all the attributes and 
is God who is a blend of Pure Brahman and maya or 
avidya. But the Visistadvaitin is of the view that there is 
only one Brahman and that the inconsistencies of the 
Upanisad-s could be explained only by admitting the 
concept of body soul relation. 
     Brahman is admitted to be both the material and the 
instrumental cause of the world. Brahman itself becomes 
the effect. To explain prior to creation Brahman having 
the sentient and insentient in a subtle form as Its body by 
Its free will becomes many in creation. The process of 
creation or modification is only in regard to an aspect of 
the body of Brahman namely the insentient matter. There 
is no modification or change in the essential nature of the 
Brahma. And that Brahman resides as the inner self in 
the gross state. This means Brahman has the sentient and 
insetient as its body in both the states. Since, Brahman 
which is both cause and effect, the Upanisad-s declare 
that by the knowledge of one, namely the causal element, 
the knowledge of everything namely the effect holds 
good. 
     The Mundakopanisad which belongs to the 
Atharvaveda and which forms the subject master of the 
present dissertation has for Its content, this discussion 
(1.4) namely by the knowledge of one the knowledge of 
everything would arise. To this question it is stated that 
there are two means for the realisation of the Supreme 
namely Para and apara. It would seem to be curious that 
instead of answering the question directly something 
else, that is, answered. But the truth is that, the answer is 
implied here. To explain: by the knowledge of Brahman 
everything else becomes known, and, to know that 
Brahman there are too means namely para and apara. The 
Advaitin-s are of the view that apara is lower knowledge 
and results only in empirical existence. Knowing the true 
nature of this lower knowledge, one should strive for the 

higher knowledge that is para vidya which would result 
in the realisation of one's own nature as Brahman. 
     The Visistadvaitin on the other hand argue that both 
para and apara are the means to the realisation of the 
Supreme. Apara Vidya is constituted of the four veda-s 
and its accessories. By the knowledge that is arrived from 
this apara vidya one should perform the duties that are 
ordained according to one's status and stages of life 
without desiring for its result. On the contrary if the 
karma-s are performed with attachment to its result then  
it leads to transmigratory existence. Para vidya is that by  
which one has the direct realisation of Brahman. Hence 
both para and apara are the means of knowing the 
Supreme. This view is supported by the Visnupurana 
statement tatpraptiheturjhanaca karma coktam 
mahamune agamoktam vivekacca dvidha jnanam 
tatocyate. 
     Thus Brahman is realised as all pervasive, subtler than 
the subtle, which is the cause of everything, which is 
equalled by none and excelled by few and because of its 
omnipotence evolves itself as the world. This is the 
essence, in the view of Visistadvaita, of the first section 
of the first part. 
     In the second section of the same part the importance 
of the performance of the duties that ar laid down in the 
scriptures is stressed. When these duties are performed 
with the knowledge that it is only the Supreme person 
who is glorified by these, the performers through the path 
of the sun reach the abode of the Supreme. For the 
attainment of such knowledge one should approach with 
due attire, a preceptor, who is well-versed in the 
scriptures and has realised the Supreme. 
     Form that Supreme Brahman manifest the world that 
is of divergent nature. He is the inner self of everything 
and controls them which is His body. 
     The Second Sections of the second part deals the 
meditation of that Supreme reality. It is to be meditated 
upon with a purified mind and which exists in the eternal 
abode and which is also within one's own self. When that 
Brahman is received by an intense devotion all the sins 
that are in the form of merits and demerits would get 
destroyed, and by which everything would be known. 
     The Third part explain the true nature of the 
individual soul and the Supreme Soul. Though the 
supreme Lord reside along with the individual soul in the 
same body, yet the supreme Lord is untouched by the 
imperfections of the individual soul when the individual 
soul realises the supreme Lord and His greatness, 
meditate Him so, he attains liberation and becomes god 
like. The individual soul attains whatever he wishes for 
except the creation of the world and being the Lord of 
Laksmi. 
     Those who perform the karma with the knowledge of 
the Supreme God. They alone are superior among wise 
men and it is necessary that such a person of realisation 
should be adored. 
In the last section the discipliness that are required for the 
meditation by which the Supreme Lord is attained. In the 
lineage of such a realished soul there will not born an 
ignorant person. The Upanisad concludes with the 
instruction that this Brahmavidya should not be imparted, 
to persons who are devoid of the necessary austerities. 
 


