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i /ie su b je c t  o f  A jhana has b e en  d is cu ss ed  b y  us, 
fr om  tim e to  tim e, at th e  Indian Institu te o f  P h ilo sop h y , 
W e cannot b e  sa id to  a scr ib e th e sa m e p h ilo so p h ic Value 
to  th e notion  nor d o  We c o m p le te ly  a g r e e  as to its p rop er  
in terp reta tion . Still it is  r e co gn is ed  b y  us to  b e  a m ost 
im portant ph ilo sop h ica l id ea  on th e  p rop er  in terpreta tion  
o f  w h ich  th e  un d erstand in g o f  th e Vedantic s y s t em  m ain ly  
d ep en d s . It is  on  this a ccou n t that w e  are p u ttin g  our 
v iew s  on  th e  su b ject to g e th e r  and p la c in g  th em  s id e  b y  
s id e  fo r  th e  p u b lic  in a s in g le  book,. To a vo id  u n n e c e s ­

s a r y  co n tr o v e r s y  and to  approa ch  th e su b je c t  w ith  
p  a  dispassiona te m ind w ith  th e  so le  a im  o f  g iv in g  a critica l 

■exposition  o f  it, w e  h a v e  not com m un ica ted  w ith  ea ch  
o th er  our p erson a l v i ew s  on th e su b je c t  du ring o u r  w rit­
in g .  It is p o ss ib le , th e r e fo r e , tha t th ere m igh t, in 
p la ce s , b e  rep etition  o f  th e  sam e id ea s, or, at a n y  rate, 
avo idab le len g th in ess . But w e  h o p e  that th is w ill not 
m ateria lly a f f e c t  th e v a lu e  o f  th e work  as a w h o le . T he 
Views ex p re s s ed  r ep r e sen t our ind iv idua l stand-poin ts 
o n ly .  T he rea d ers can  ju d g e  fo r  th em se lv e s  h ow  fa r  th ey  
a lso  rep re sen t orthodox Vedantic th ou gh t and  h o w  far 
th e y  can b e  sa id  to b e  g en e ra lly  a cc ep ta b le  on  g rou n d s  
o f  pu re rea son .

Indian Institute of Philosophy, G. R. MALKANI,
Amalner, E. Khandesh, R. Das,

November, 1932. T. R. V. MURTI.
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Ajnana, taken simply, means ignorance. This fact 

of ignorance is the fundamental postulate of every 
philosophical system. Philosophy aims at knowledge,— 
the knowledge of reality as it is. This aim would not 
be capable of being realised, if we had no apprehension 
of reality at all. Also, if we knew reality as it is in its 
essential nature, there would be no room for any know­
ledge to be obtained through mere thinking or philosophi­
cal reflection. We must therefore pre-suppose, as the 
fundamental postulate of all philosophical thinking, that 
we know reality somehow, but not as it is. Our 
knowledge is infected with error. The object of philo- 

T’ sophical thinking is to dispel this error, and make our 
knowledge adequate to reality. This erroneous 
knowledge of reality is what we should more appropriately 
understand by the term ajnana.

It is sometimes supposed that in philosophy we 
should attempt an ultimate explanation of things, or seek 
an answer to the ‘why’ and the ‘wherefore’ of things 
with which experience makes us acquainted. Now so 
far as this involves an investigation of empirical facts, 
the empirical sciences may be relied upon to give the best 
answer that is possible under the circumstances. But in 
so far as what is wanted is a non-empirical principle of 
explanation of that which is experienced, the demand 
involves the tacit admission that our experience as such’ 
is not adequate to reality; it involves, in other words, the 
non-reality of empirical fact-hood. W e have then not 
to explain anything; that which we would like to have

I
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explained is not what it is ; it is not real. There 
is a demand simply to pass from this no-fact to fact; or 
in other words, from error to knowledge. 1 his is 
evidently the best explanation, if explanation is possible, 
of that which appears to exist hut does not in fact exist.

The system of Advaita Vedanta is a system 
of extreme monism or non-dualism. It therefore makes 
a special use of this concept of av id ya . The only reality 
is the Absolute, the one eternal intelligent substance.
Beside it, nothing else exists. The world of the mani­
fold that we appear to know is a mere appearance; it is 
non-existent in the real. This apparent existence of the 
World is due to avidya. There are thus only two 
important concepts in this system,—the concept of 
Brahman and the concept of avidya.

It is to be noted that the concept of avidya is not 
used to a ccou n t for the world-appearance. Avidya is 
not some real entity which exists before the world- 
appearance, and gives rise to it in some mysterious way. 
iWhat we are confronted with is not avidya, but the world- 
appearance. If this appearance constituted part of 
reality itself, if it were ultimately real, there would be 
no such thing as avidya. But if it does not form such 
a part, then in so far as it is perceived to be real, it is 
misperceived. Avidya is only another name for this 
misperception. It is not an explanatory concept. It is 
only a descriptive name for the perception of the 
illusory or the non-real. It is not some mysterious 
entity that somehow accounts for the illusory appearance 
of the world.

It follows that avidya is not to be compared to any 
cf those ultimate entities which are sometimes supposed
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the cause of the being of the world, such as God, 
Prakrti. or formless matter. These latter must be 
conceived to exist whether the world of which they are 
the cause exists or not. Avidya can never be supposed 
so to exist. If there is no illusory appearance of 
anything, there can be no erroneous perception either.* 
Avidya therefore cannot exist before the appearance 
of the world and cause that appearance. The being of 
avidya and the being of the world are mutually implied, 
and partake of the same sort of reality. The preception 
of the illusory is itself illusory. But this is a highly 
controversial point and we shall have to discuss it at some 
length later on.

11
It may now be argued that the postulate of avidya 

is not necessitated by the facts of experience. The world 
around us is real and not illusory in character. It 
is rather the standard by which we judge concrete reality.
It is objectivity par ex c e l le n c e ;  and it is certainly more 
real than anything that is merely subjective and so 
evanescent.

We do not deny that the world is something, and 
that it is objective. But is this objectivity, in which we

* This view  cannot be said to be accepted by ail Vedantic writers.
Some of them distinguish av idya  from adhyas. According to them, 
avidya is the cause of erroneous superimposition. It might therefore be 
presumed to exist before the latter, and constitute its material cause.
1 have rejected this view which interprets avidya objectively. My reasons 
will become evident in the sequel.
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; : find iis reality, significant of true being? It would not
be difficult to show tfiat objectivity doe3 not mean j 
independence of the subjective, or self-subsistent being.
The objective world has only an appearance of inde­
pendence, but no real independence. We may therefore 
even hazard the opinion that the apparent independence 
and self-subsistence of the world around us is only 
an illusory appearance. The facts of illusory perception, 
which has all the resemblance to real perception, only 
strengthen this view. We cannot tell the real from the 
illusory in the domain of the sensible. There are no 
ultim ate tests which can distinguish the one from the 
other. The realm of the objective is the realm of the 
illusory. It is an opinion that is opposed to the popular 
view of the matter. But there is no system of philo­
sophy, that is sufficiently thorough-going, that does not 
conflict with the common view on several important 
issues.*

We shall enter here into a brief consideration of 
the reality of matter, which constitutes the basis of the 
reality of the objective world, to prove our point. 
Materiality is generally defined ‘by means of the 
characteristics commonly known as the primary qualities 
of matter—size, shape, position, mobility, and impenetra­
bility’ .f  How can anything now be proved to 
possess these characteristics? It is evident that 
it is only through what we perceive. But what we 
perceive are certain sensible qualities, or what may be 
more appropriately called sense-data. Does the percep-

* See McTaggart, Nature of Existence, vol. II, p. 195, 

f  Ib id ., article 353.



\̂ m>/ ............■ :. tion:>f the sense-data justify us in inferring anything 
beyond them, called matter? Now the qualities which 
the sense-data are apprehended to possess are either the 
qualities which matter also is supposed to possess, or 
they are different qualities. If it is the former, there is 
no possible way of distinguishing matter from the sense- 
data, and there is no room for any inference from the 
one to the other. If it is the latter, the sense-data can 
never warrant us in inferring anything beyond them ; 
there is no perceived connection between two different 
entities which may form the ground of an inference. In 
either case, the existence of matter as something distinct 
from the sense-data is not proved.

We might argue that matter is the same thing as 
sense-data; and that if sense-data exist, matter exists. 
Bui here, firstly, matter is supposed to have a certain 
invariable quality in respect of its shape, etc., while the 
sense-data relating to that quality may be quite varied.
It may perhaps be possible to reconcile this opposition 
somehow. But again can we really maintain that the 
sense-data have the self-subsistence which we attribute 
to matter? It is admitted even by those who do 
not regard the sense-data as mental that the same sense- 
datum cannot be both coloured and hard. Also, a  sense- 

i datum cannot undergo any change and continue to be 
spoken of as the same sense-datum.* It has not 
the sort of being that can maintain itself through

1
* McTaggart, op, c i t , article 376. In his M etaphysic, Ch. II 'Of the 

quality of things, ’ Lotze has very admirably shown that if we conceive 
the essence of a thing to lie in a simple quality, we cannot reconcile this 
idea with the idea that the thing is what changes. Simplicity of essence 

i iff incompatible with outer change.

i f  j l f )  I , AJNAN'A V m T



^^5!! eSrmin changes according to law. Rather the only law 
according to which it may be said to change, is 
the changing sensation. What then remains to it. 
of materiality, independence, and self-subsistence? 
Lastly, the sense-data can have no qualities which they 
are not perceived as having. Their being is thus 
coextensive with what is actually perceived. We cannot 
therefore legitimately speak of sense-data as existing 
unperceived. This is at any rate very different from 
what we hold about matter. The reality of the sense- 
data implicates the reality of the spirit.

It has been held that the sense-data are not only 
extra-mental, but also that they are what they are 
perceived to be ; there can be no erroneous perception 
regarding them. It will be seen that these two positions are 
really incompatible. If there is something extra-mental 
given in sense-perception, then there must necessarily 
be the possibility of both right and wrong perception of I 
it,—in other words, of perceptual error. It is only where 
that which we perceive is not distinct from the perception 
of it, and does not exist in itself, that the possibility of 
erroneous perception is ruled out. But then there is no 
real perception left. If however We believe that there 
is real perception, and that what we perceive is 
independent of the perception of it, there must be possi­
bility of error; and we hope later to show more con­
vincingly that all such perception is really erroneous 
perception.

We started with the existence of matter. We are 
led to postulate nothing in place of it except sensible 
appearance that cannot be proved to exist apart from, 
the subject apprehending. But even if this conclusion

[ (  i l l  )  *) AJ5TAXA V C T
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should be wrong, any thorough-going analysis of matter 
is bound ultimately to lead us to the reality of spirit, 
Berkeley was led to the reality of an omniscient mind. 
Leibnitz reduced matter to certain ultimate spiritual 
entities called monads. Hegel and all those who have 
been influenced by his thought have regarded matter 
as such, and as divorced from the spirit, as non-existent.
Even Christian thinkers who do not regard matter as 
ultimately unreal, do not give it a being coeval with that 
of the spirit. Matter is cr ea ted , while the real spirit is 
uncreated, self-existent and eternal. Plato regarded 
matter as synonymous with non-being. Aristotle 
indeed gave it a certain potential being. But this being 
could not be actualised without form, which was 
essentially a principle of intelligence and therefore 
spiritual in character. In fact every philosopher, who 
has tried to go deeper into the nature of things, has had 
to  admit in one form or another that matter cannot be 
real in itself, and apart from the spirit. Intelligence is 
the ground of reality of all things.

Taking the above conclusion to be substantially 
true, we shall here ask,—what is the exact nature of 
the relation between the two entities ? Two main 
alternatives may be considered for the purpose: (a) 
the existence of matter is somehow dependent upon that 
of the sp irit; and (b) what we call matter is really 
spirit: we misapprehend the latter, when we apprehend

, it as matter. In our opinion, the first alternative leads 
directly to the second which cilone is ultimately capable 
of being justified.

Dependence of matter upon spirit may be variously 
conceived. We shall note three different v iew s:

l
fv h ii A .fo'c&Wttjg



Matter has been created by the Absolute Spirit 
through a fiat of its w ill. The material world has thus no 
ultimate being of its own. But it is real as now appearing 
to us. Now it is evident that the process of creation 
is not intelligible to us. That however cannot by itself 
constitute an objection to its reality. T here are many 
things which we do not understand but which may 
nevertheless be real. Still we cannot shirk the question, 
—does the world as n ow  app ea rin g  exist apart from any 
connection with, or support of, the spirit? In other 
words, is the world created once for all in the distant 
past, or is the creative act co-extensive with it? If it 
is the former, there is grave doubt whether the world has 
been created at a l l ; for if it can exist now without any 
form of dependence upon the spirit, there is no reason 
why it could not have so existed, in the same 
independent way, from time without beginning. If it 
is the latter, the world has no present being apart from 
the creative activity of God. This means that it has 
no being in itself at any time. Its reality is spirit and 
whatever activity belongs to the spirit. Its appearance 
as self-existent must be accounted' as due to erroneous 
perception.

(2) The visible universe has been put forth 
through a  playful action or fancy on the part of the 
Absolute Spirit. It has not been, so to say , ordered 
into being. It has simply been made to appear through 
a power analogous to that of the juggler or the magician. 
The latter does not really bring into being something 
that did not exist before. He merely makes it ‘appeal, 
to exist’ to deluded eyes. But if this is so, the world 
evidently has no more reality than the objects of fancy

: '
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Or;©f delusion. If such objects can be said to be put
forth, they are as easily withdrawn from being. They.
have no being of their own. The world as thus
conceived is as good as negated in the spirit. The
appearance of its reality is due to erroneous perception,

(3) The physical universe around us is a certain 
revelation or self-expression of the spirit. A substance 
is revealed in its qualities. We Can never know a sub­
stance except through its qualities. The qualities do 
not exist by themselves. They have only dependent 
existence. At the same time, this dependence does not 
imply unreality. The qualities really exist. They 
partake of the reality of the substance whose nature they 
express. Similarly, what we find around us is the 
revealed form of the spirit, and partakes of its reality; 
it cannot be pronounced unreal, although at has 
only dependent being.

Now the qualities are either distinct from substance, 
or they are not. If they are distinct, they cannot 
partake of its reality. If they are not distinct, they are 
the substance itself and it is wrong to speak of them as 
qualities. 1 he same difficulty turns up when we try to 
understand the relation of the revealed nature to God 
or the one true substance. We may indeed hold that 
the revealed nature is God. But this itself is capable 
of two different interpretations. It may mean that there 
is no world, but only G od; this amounts to the denial 
of the world, or acosmism. It may mean, on the other 
hand, that there is only the world, but no God as distinct 
from it ; this clearly amounts to atheism, or the denial 
of God. It is thus evident that we cannot reconcile the 
reality of the one with the reality of the other. If we

s '—



■ '-' 'litust save the reality of the spirit, we must admit that 
the world does not really exist. I hat it appears so to 
exist is only because we misperceive the real, which is 
essentially spirit.

Advaita Vedanta maintains that the whole universe 
of the visible is an illusory appearance, and that the only 
reality is the one absolute spirit. W e misperceive the 
real when we perceive it as something extended in space 
and time and as determined by the law of causality, in 
other words, when we perceive it as matter. This 
position is not altogether novel or paradoxical. Many 
other philosophers have held similar views. Mc- 
Taggart, for example, holds that matter does not exist, 
and that what we perceive as matter is really spirit. The 
Veclantic thesis is therefore quite plausible; and this is 
all that it is possible to show here. But if we accept that 
thesis, the problem of cosmic ajnana or erroneous 
perception of reality has to be faced.

Ill

It w ill here be argued: But does not the 
admission of the fact of ajnana involve us in self-contra­
diction ? There is Brahman, the Absolute R eality ; and 
there is also ajnana, or misperception of that reality. 
This evidently leads to dualism. Brahman can no 
longer be said to be alone real. There is, beside it, such 
■a thing as ajnana. The original thesis contradicts itself.

It w ill not satisfy the objector if we reply : ‘The
only way that anybody can assert the reality of 
one absolute substance is by the admission that the 
appearance of many-ness (to whomsoever it may appear)

. v n  :
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is iffusory and due to an error of perception, and that 
under the circumstances a  certain dualism of expression 
could not possibly be avoided.’ He will insist, because 
dualism cannot be avoided in expression and in thought, 
tnere must be ground for it in the nature of things them­
selves. We may plead that thought must be transcend­
ed, because it is essentially discriminative and so duaiistic 

* m ôrm’ anc* that he who perceives the real and does 
not merely think it, perceives nothing beside it ; he 
becomes the real. We shall be told that this will render 
impossible any rational approach to the knowledge of 
reality; mysticism will transplant reason, and we shall 
be left with no reliable means of knowing the true nature 
of things.

Let us therefore ask the question whether any 
philosophical interpretation of the concept of avidya 
justifies the contention that there is ultimate dualism, and 
whether the assertion of one absolute reality is really 
self-contradictory. Now it is evident that in so far as 
there is the perception of th e ‘many,’ this perception 
is what it is. It cannot be denied. There ig no self- 
contradiction anywhere. Self-contradiction only arises 
when we suppose that the ‘many’ do not exist, while 
the perception of the ‘many’ exists; for then we have, 
beside the absolute reality, the perception in question; 
and this amounts to saying that both Brahman and the 
perception are real,—or in other words, that the many 
are real. If now we can show that the perception of 
the illusory is itself illusory, and that if the ‘many' 
do not exist, the perception of the ‘many’ cannot be 
said to exist either, the supposed self-contradiction will 
clearly disappear-. The question therefore which we

■ Got'k'x



try to answer is ,-d o es  the perception of the illusory

The prim a fa cie  answer appears to be that 
even though the illusory does not exist, perception 
of the illusory does exist. 1 perceive a rope to he a  snake. 
The snake is non-existent in the rope. But my percep­
tion of the snake is a fact of reality. °  ^  ®
passed through this experience can deny that he real y  
perceived a snake in the place of the rope m question 
It appears therefore, that while the illusory does not e ^ t  
the perception of the illusory cannot be denied to be a
fact of reality. , „■,

The man saw a snake. But what snake did he see .
He did not see any real snake which existed m t le p ace 
in which he thinks he saw it. Still if his perception is 
a  fact, it can only relate to some determinate object,-  
or, as in this case, to ‘that snake But that snak e is 
not that snake. It is no snake at all And if this snake 
is what is perceived, then the contradiction m the object
is transferred to the perception of it.

There is evident contradiction in the notion  that 
snake’ and the notion not existing’ . We caU 
something ‘that snake,’ and m the same^ breat 
affirm that ‘that snake is not that snake, 
contradiction is not less patent than the con ra- 
diction involved in the conception a  square circle,^ 
or the conception of ‘a  son of a barren woman 
The perception of such a self-contradictory content 
is a perception and yet not that perception. Can 
we say that it exists? It exists only in so far as Us object 
exists But the object admittedly does not exist an is 
not a possible existent. It is non-existent at all times,

( t  ( . J | M  }j A J  NANA \ f i T
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must be the aPParent perception of it; for the per- 
cept.cn is nothing if ,t is not the perception of that o b j e c t ;
and that object we have found to be indefinable and self- 
contradictory.*

It might be contended here: The reality of the
perception need not be relative to the reality of its object. 
We know directly through introspection the fact of our 

perception. The reality of this subjective fact of per­
ception ,s not dependent upon any other fact. It is not 
depenednt u p on  the objective reality or otherwise of the 
content. That snake’ may have had no place in 
he objective scheme of things, but that it was perceived 

to be that snake cannot be doubted. The same objec­
tion may be put in a slightly different way. There can 
be "o sad,i thing „  subjective illusiou, and ye, the view 
winch doubts the teahty of the perception of the illusory 
involves such a possibility.

The above argument is based on the wrong idea 
that the subjective can be known and studied in itself 
without the objective to which it contains an explicit 
eference. The truth ,s that the subjective does not 

stand by itself. It necessarily implicates the objective 
If h were otherwise, there would be no such thing as 
erroneous perception. There would be no experience 
of cancellation of the form ‘this snake is no snake.’ 

e could not, for example, be said to have perceived 
a subjective snake when we perceive a rope to be a 
snake. A subjective snake is not liable to cancellation.
We can never say of it that it is not a snake but a rope,

7 .  am (i ' f b*ed l°  Pr0f' K - C - Bhattacharyya fop the very clear 
exposition of this argument in some o f his writings.

( ’  \ ^ 1J ! l  a jn a n a  V v l



A'subjective snake can only be what it is. It can never 
be otherwise. It can never form the content of an 
erroneous perception, and can never be cancelled. 1 he 
snake that is cancelled is not a subjective snake ; and 
the perception of this snake cannot be a real subject v 
fact apart from any reference to the snake that is; per- 
ceivec! W e have already shown that the snake that .s 
perceived is a self-contradictory snake. 1 he Perception 
of this snake must therefore be equally self-contradicto y .
It is the perception of that snake, and yet not t a P 
ception ; because the snake perceived rs that snake and 
yet not that snake. In general we rmght say that the 
reality of the subjective fact of perceptron »  not 
independent of the reality of its object, 
they partake of the same kind of reality. Thus objects 
that are never cancelled are said to be really perceived^ 
But can we say that ghosts are really perceived (taking 
ghosts to be non-existent), or that the objects of a  hallu­
cination or a  dream are really perceived? The percep­
tion of such objects is clearly as unreal as the objects

themselves. i • i •
It will be admitted by all that a thing which is both

real and unreal cannot exist; it is self-contradictory An 
illusory object is said to be neither; it is different both 
from t ie  real and from the unreal, ft is different from 
the real, because it does not m fact ex!st. St is differen 
from the unreal, because it appears to be something and 
not merely nothing. Can we say that such a thing 
occupies a position intermediate between .that which is 
real and that which is wholly unreal like the hom 
hare? Must we admit a new category, the category of 
the indeterminate to accommodate the illusory, it is

1 ( S  * I AJNANA I



thought that we must. And so far as appearances 
go, the conception of a new category, the category of 
the indeterminate, seems indeed justified. The illusory 
is neither real nor unreal; it is an irvacam ya. But it 
would be a mistake to suppose that what is neither real 
nor unreal involves no self-contradiction, or that it has 
any more being than what is patently self-contradictory.

Taken in itself, what is neither real nor unreal is 
not a possible datum of thought; we cannot think it 
significantly. It is, if anything, absolute nothing. Can 
we say that it is any more real than a square circle? W e  

evidently cannot. But it is supposed that the illusory,;f 
while it is different both from the real and from the 
unreal, has a certain ‘given-ness’ about it; The 
illusory snake, for example, cannot Be said'to be not 
given at all. And so far*as it has this appearance or 
given-ness, it is not altogether non-existent like the purely 
self-contradictory, syeh’ as a square circle or the son of 
a  barren woman. It may be said to be more real than 
the latter.

This reasoning is clearly fallacious. If the illusory 
snake is given, then it is so far real and not non-existent; 
and as something cannot be more or less given, so neither 
can it be more or less non-existent. The illusory snake 
then, in so far as it is given, is real and not illusory. 
But if it is illusory, then there is doubt even as to its 
given-ness. A  thing which admittedly does not exist 
cannot he given. That it is our human weakness to 
continue to regard the illusory snake as somehow given, 
does not in the least affect the fact of its complete and 
absolute non-existence. It is thus no more real than 
the merely self-contradictory or tu cch a .
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Let us however suppose that the illusory object 
cannot be denied all being. It is not tu ccha . But if 
this is so, it must have a  certain element of being which' 
is not liable to cancellation. The object as possessing 
this element cannot be illusory. But again, in so far 
as it is illusory, it must be wholly so. It must 
be altogether non-existent. It cannot exist more or less. 
The idea that something can exist more or less is really 
unintelligible. From whatever point of view we regard 
a thing, it must either exist or not exist. It cannot exist 
more or less. The attempt to conceive the illusory as 
something intermediate between being and non-being is 
really an attempt to unite in it what are contradictory 
characters, real being and real non-being. The attempt 
is accordingly doomed to failure. W e conclude that 
there is no intermediate category between being and non- 
being. The illusory does not present a  new problem.
It. is wholly and absolutely non-existent.

If our reasoning is correct, the illusory does not exist 
and cannot be said to be perceived. The supposed per­
ception is as non-existent as its object. But if that is so, 
ajhana, which is only another name for erroneous per­
ception, cannot exist. There is thus no contradiction in 
saying that the Absolute Reality alone exists. ’A  
dualism would only be entailed if it could be shown that 
while the ‘many* are illusory, the perception of the 
‘many’ is real. This, we have seen, is not possible, 
Ajnana is itself illusory and non-existent.
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IV

It might be said here that our account of ajnana is 
too subjectivistic. It is indeed true that we, as indivi­
duals, perceive the world or the many ’ of which it 
consists. But this is not the whole truth. We ourselves 
form part of that world. We distinguish one individual 
from other individuals, and each of them again from the 
surrounding physical world. The individual as indivi­
dual cannot be the ultimate reality. He is part of the 
illusory manifold. He is in a sense a product of 
avidya. Avidya must exist before him. We must 
therefore suppose that real avidya or mulavidya resides 
not in the individual, but in the Absolute Spirit or 
Brahman.

There is another reason for this. To the individual, 
the world is simply given. He does not make or unmake 
anything. So far as he is concerned, the world that is 
presented to him is as real as he himself. We must 
therefore suppose that both the world and the individual 
are somehow the effect of avidya which ultimately resides 
in the Absolute Spirit.

Now wherever avidya may reside, it cannot bring 
forth anything or cause anything. We have already seen 
that it can have no being p rior to the being of its so- 
called effects, or the illusory objects said to be perceived.
It is therefore wrong to suppose that avidya existed 
before the world and the individuals constituting the 
realm of the manifold, or somehow caused them to exist. 
There is no causality, but only misperception; and the 
object misperceived does not exist, and is not brought 
into being through any agency. All that we can say is
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In erroneous perception, and that therefore when the 
latter is removed or is superseded by right knowledge, 
the appearance also ceases. The supposition that 
avidya exists prior to the world including the individuals, 
and causes that world to exist, is thus seen to be quite
untenable. f

Much is made of the question as to the support
avidya. It is argued that it cannot reside in Brahman; 
for then Brahman would have erroneous knowledge. 
This would mean either that Brahman is subject 
to change and modification, or that the erroneous 
knowledge of Brahman is as eternal as Brahman him­
self- in the latter case, there will be no such thing as 
release from error. On the other hand, if avidya resides 
in the individual, the individual cannot be its object. 
What is misperceived cannot be itself the seat of error. 
The individual as individual is misperceived. It 
cannot exist prior to avidya. And avidya therefore 
cannot reside in it.

The question however is very simple, w e have 
already seen that avidya cannot be ultimately real. It 
has the same kind of existence which an illusory object 
has. There is thus no question of its really residing 
anywhere. The only question is, where does it appear 
to reside ? Once we have restricted the question m this 
way, all complications disappear. We are in no doubt 
as to where it appears to reside. Whoever perceives 
the manifold, or distinguishes himself from Brahman, 
has avidya. Shall we then say that the individual is 
the seat of avidya? But the individual is not really 
the individual. He is truly the Absolute. There is
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of us all. It is thus both true that avidya resides in the 
individual, and that it resides in Brahman. Difficulties 
only arise when avidya is taken to be a real entity, and 
so also the difference due to it, namely the difference of 
the Absolute and the individual or Jiva and Brahman. 
When we have guarded against this error, the apparent 
paradox connected with the seat of avidya disappears.

We can now understand why it is maintained that 
avidya resides in Brahman. It is. eternally non-existent 
in Brahman, and yet it can appear nowhere else to reside 
except in it. It is not to be understood that this 
appearance is eternal. It is of the very essence of an 
appearance that it cannot be. eternal; an appearance 
is an appearance because it is cancelled. If there were 
no cancellation, there would be no distinction between 
appearance and reality. But it would be asked,—is not 
avidya real till it is cancelled? And if it has an end 
in time, will it not also have a beginning?

Now we have already shown that what is 
once cancelled cannot be said to have existed at any time. 
Avidya therefore cannot be said really to have existed 
before it is cancelled. Still there is a certain appearance 
which is cancelled; and it is quite a  legitimate question 
to ask how long this appearance can be supposed to have 
thus continued till its final cancellation. Now suppose 
we say that it came into being at a particular moment 
of time; then the further question w ill arise, what brought 
it into being at that moment? Brahman could not have 
brought it into being; and beside Brahman nothing 
existed. If we assign any cause, then that cause {being 
different from Brahman) would be likewise illusory, and
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avidya can have no cause beyond itself. A  cause of 
avidya is a self-contradiction. The very realm of causa­
lity is the realm of avidya. Once then we have posited 
avidya, we must suppose that it is uncaused, and there­
fore beginningless in time; it is anadi. Avidya then, 
conceived temporally, is an appearance in Brahman that 
has an end in time but no beginning in it.

This realistic conception of avidya, if it is taken 
literally, can easily give rise to certain difficulties. It 
might appear as though Brahman and avidya existed 
together up to a certain point of time, and then avidya 
ceased to exist leaving Brahman alone. Thus both 
dualism and non-dualism would be true,—dualism till 
the moment of cancellation and non-dualism after it. 
Again, the disappearance of avidya at a particular 
moment of time would be inexplicable. For if the 
presence of Brahman was not sufficient to cancel it earlier, 
it would not be sufficient to cancel it at that moment. 
Also, it cannot be self-cancelled. The being of a thing 
can never turn against itself even in infinite time. Let us 
suppose that avidya evolves something in time that 
cancels it. Now if avidya is beginningless, processes in 
time have an infinite extension. In infinite time however, 
no possibility can remain unactualised. Nothing can come 
into being which has not existed before. 1 he process 
will go on repeating itself endlessly. The end of the 
process will never come; for nothing can be produced 
which has not been produced before; and wbat has been 
produced before has not ended the process.

The truth is that any objective view of avidya is 
beset with difficulties. Avidya does not co-exist with
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Brahman, and its end does not come in time. The end 
of avidya may be said to be a timeless and eternal fact; 
for whatever is brought about in time is itself avidyaic.

There might be a certain difficulty with regard to 
the cancelling knowledge. Is it not in time? If it is 
not in time, then there should be no avidya 
to be cancelled, and no need for argument and 
persuasion. But if there is this need, the knowledge is 
not yet. This difficulty is met by saying that this 
knowledge is also avidyaic, and so cancels itself. The 
truth however is that once we have accepted avidya as 
fact, we can never get rid of it altogether. We must 
recognise that avidya is no fact. It cannot exist. There 
is real non-dualism. It would be suicidal even to 
suppose that there is a real cancellation of anything; for 
then this cancellation at leSst must be an ultimate fact. 
The only logical position to take up is that nothing really 
ceases to exist, and nothing is really cancelled. There 
is no real process in time. This is the view of those 
orthodox writers who contend that the cancellation of 
avidya does not fall in any of the categories known to 
us,—being, non-being, anirvacaniya, etc.; also it does 
not constitute a new category, the ‘fifth’ variety as it 
is called. The being of Brahman or the Absolute Reality 
is itself this cancellation. This amounts to saying that 
there is in fact nothing to be cancelled, and no cancella­
tion. All that is, is one Absolute Reality, and this reality 
is, in literal truth, one without a second.

• G°̂ X
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We said that the illusory object is uncaused.*' 
This may be objected to. It imay be argued that 
an illusory object appears to exist; and for this appear­
ance a reason can be assigned. There is reason, 
for instance, for the appearance of the illusory 
snake in the place of the rope :

(a) A  real snake has originally been seen. If no 
real snake had been seen, the illusion would not have 
become possible.

(b) The snake has a  certain resemblance to the rope.
A  rope, for example, can under no circumstances be 
taken to be a chair. There is no resemblance between 
a rope and a chair.

(c) There is, on the occasion of the appearance, 
some defect in respect of light or the position of 
the observer, etc.

(d) The perceiving mind is imbued with a natural 
fear of the snake, and quickly jumps to a wrong conclu­
sion. A ll these factors combined produce the illusion 
of the snake.

Now it may at once be admitted that for whatever 
happens, some reason can always be assigned. Nothing

* The actual Vedantic position is that the cause of on illusory appear­
ance is avidya, which constitutes its upadana or material. We have 
however argued that avidya cannot exist prior to the appearance, and 
cannot therefore constitute its cause in the ordinary sense. The present 
argument has reference to certain causes of erroneous perception which 
can be empirically determined; it has no reference to avidya as such, 
which is taken to be synonymous with erroneous perception itself.
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' fglifly happens without a cause. The perception of the 
illusory snake is supposed to happen. It must therefore 
have a cause. The above list of constituent factors may 
not be exhaustive. But it at least indicates how the per­
ception of the illusory snake may have been caused; and 
since the illusory cannot exist apart from the perception 
of it, it cannot be said to be wholly uncaused.

The perception of the illusory snake may have been 
caused. But this at least is a different sort of causality 
from the causality admitted in ordinary perception. In 
the latter, what causes the perception is first and foremost 
the thing that is given. Everything else is subsidiary. 
Given the thing, we may lack the means of perceiving it.
But given everything else m inus the thing, perception1 
is impossible. In the case under consideration, percep­
tion can only be said to be’caused in a very pickwickian 
sense. There is really no perception at all to be 
accounted for.

It may now be argued that the erroneous perception 
cannot be said to have no real object. The illusory 
snake is not a non-existent snake. It can be shown to 
be grounded in reality. A non-existent snake can never 
be perceived. The error in question is to be accounted 
for in some other way. This brings us to the different 
theories of perceptual error.

(a) The first may be called the theory of ‘no 
error.’ We have seen a real snake some time- Later, 
we are confronted by an object, such as a piece of rope, 
which we perceive as it is, although not very distinctly. 
Owing to certain causes, the memory of the snake once 
perceived is revived; but we somehow fail to dis­
criminate the memory of this snake from the object that
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is perceived, and go on to affirm that we perceive a snake, 
f here is no illusory snake anywhere to be accounted for.
The only snake that we know is the snake which we 

have once perceived and now remember; that snake is 
not illusory.

This view however is not tenable. If we perceive 
as it is what is given to us, and remember what we have 
once perceived, there is no reason why we should not 
be able to distinguish the two facts. But we never dis­
tinguish. Even when the illusion is cancelled, we do 
not say that ‘now we perceive the rope and remember 
the particular snake, ’ but that ‘that snake’ which 
we appeared to perceive is non-existent. A  snake in 
place of the rope, a snake which we call illusory, is thus 
clearly indicated. This snake is not the one which we 
have once seen and now remember. It is a new snake 
altogether not accounted for by anything in reality.

(b) Then there is the theory which may be called 
the theory of mistaking one real thing for another real 
thing. According to this theory, there is indeed error 
of perception. But it consists in mistaking one thing 
for another. The snake which we misperceive in the 
place of the rope is not what is called an illusory snake, 
or a snake which is non-existent, it is a real snake 
which we have perceived somewhere. Only we fail to 
become conscious of its spatial and temporal determina­
tions and seem to think that it is given to us here and 
now. It is this real snake which we have once perceived 
that we wrongly perceive to be where the rope is. There 
is no such thing as an illusory snake.

It is here admitted that the snake which we perceive 
in the place of the the rope has very different spatial and
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temporal relations from any other snake which we have 
ever perceived. It confronts us here and now unlike 
any of them. What ground then have we for saying 
that; it is one of those snakes which we have perceived 
before? Very probably we have perceived several 
snakes, each distinct from every other. How are we 
to determine which of these snakes is the snake that 
appears to us in the place of the rope? Again, the snake 
which we now seem to perceive is perceived to be ‘this 
snake,’ and so distinct from every other snake. It is 
not perceived to be ‘that snake, or a snake which 
was perceived by us at some other time and in some 
other place; it is not a snake of memory. T his snake 
then is unlike any of the snakes seen before; it is a new 
snake altogether, which is in no way accounted for by 
those other snakes. If, fSr example, we see one Teal 
snake, and after some time and in some other place see 
another real snake, we do not say that the latter is the 
former, unless we recognise some mark of resemblance 
and thereby proceed consciously to affirm their identity.
The same is the case here. Those other snakes are all 
snakes of memory. This snake, for whatever reality it 
appears to have, can only be compared to an actual 
object of perception, which is quite distinct in itself, and 
which cannot be confounded with what is only 
remembered but not perceived. The snake then which 
appears in the place of the rope is a new snake, which is 
at the same time a non-existent snake.

(c) There is thirdly the theory of subjectivity of the 
illusory object. The snake in the place of the rope is 
not to be traced to anything that is really objective to 
us. It is a snake which exists in the mind. This



x ^ iy e r iw  snake is wrongly taken to be a snake outside the 
mind. According to tins view, the illusion consists not 
in perceiving a real rope to be a snake,—the so-called 
real rope is itself mental,—but in taking a snake that 
exists only in the mind to be a snake that is outside 
the mind.

Now it is evident that we distinguish things that 
are in the mind from things that are not in the mind.
It may be that the latter are ultimately not independent: 
of the spirit. But this is very different from saying that 
the distinction between the two kinds of things is not 
valid as far as it goes. If then it is valid, the snake 
which we see in the place of the rope, and which has 
the character of ‘this-ness,’ cannot be a snake in the 
mind. A  snake in the mind does not require to be 
perceived through the senses. The illusory snake how­
ever does appear to be so perceived. When therefore 
the illusion is dissolved, we do not say that th is snaky 
was really in the mind, but that this snake did not exist 
where it appeared to exist. In other words, this snake 
was not this snake; it was an illusory snake. We thus 
find, once again, that the illusory cannot be traced to 
anything real, whether mental or non-mental. It stands 
by itself as a content which is wholly unaccountable by 
anything in the nature of the things themselves.

The illusory is distinct from the real and also from, 
the unreal. It is truly said to be ‘indescribable’ in 
terms of either being or of non-being. It is an iw a - 
ca riiya . We have already studied the true significance 
of such an entity. Here we may conclude that the 
illusory is not caused, and it is not connected with any 
real entity.
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e have before argued that the perception of the 
illusory is itself illusory. If that be true, then the per­
ception too cannot be caused. It is however a deep- 
rooted idea in some people that the perception of 
the illusory is caused by certain factors some of which 
we indicated at the beginning of this section. We shall 
therefore try to analyse this view a little further.

fs our normal perception of a thing, which is not 
later cancelled, caused? Let us suppose that it is caused.
It is produced through the co-operation of certain 
factors. The thing must be actually presented to us. 
Our senses must be in contact with the thing. There 
must be no defect in the senses. The mind must follow 
the senses and attend to the object. The external 
circumstances, such as light, etc., must be favourable to 
perception. If these factors are present, the perception 
of the object, we might say, follows of a necessity. If, 
on the other hand, there is the absence of any factor, 
or a defect in any of them, that will have a correspond­
ing effect on the perception. But it is evident that all 
the factors, except the thing itself, merely help or hinder 
perception. They can never create an object which is 
not there already. If they could create an object, know­
ledge would lose all objective reference, and there would 
be no means of distinguishing right knowledge from 
wrong knowledge. But if that is so, perception of the 
thing which does not exist and is not presented to us 
cannot be a ccou n ted  /or by any combination of factors 
which does not include the actual presentation of the 
thing that is supposed to be perceived.*

*  It is commonly thought that the cause of erroneous perception is 
some defect or dosa. But since none of the empirical defects by them-
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X%,. ..w-^ x lt  might here be said that our conclusion goes too 
Tar and is not warranted. There can be such a thing 
as misrepresentation by the senses which may amount 
to the perception of a thing which is not. In normal per­
ception, all the circumstances of perception are also 
normal. i hey only help us to know the thing as it is.
In perception which is not qu ite normal, there might be 
a certain defect in some factor of perception, which while 
not altogether misrepresenting the thing to us may not 
give us very exact knowledge about it. In definitely 
abnormal perception, the defect may go so far as posi­
tively to misrepresent the thing to us, and thereby cause 
a false perception or the perception of a thing which is 
not real and is not presented. This abnormality may 
be so much pronounced in certain cases, that there is no- 
question of any misrepresentation of an existing object, 
but the actual creation of a wholly new object. In a  
fevered state of the imagination, objects are seen which 
imitate the reality of the objects of conscious and waking 
life. We thus find that the perception of the illusory

selves lead to erroneous perception, avidya itself *3 said to be the real 
dosa or the ultimate cause. W e have however seen that avidya cannot 
be distinguished from erroneous perception, and assigned as its cause.
W e do not in fact explain anything by postulating such a connection! 
between the two. The latter is essentially uncaused. It does not help 
Ms very much here to distinguish causation through actual change of 
substance or parinama, and causation through erroneous superimposition 
or vivarta. Avidya is said to be the cause of erroneous perception in  
the  former sense. But this is just what is wholly meaningless; for 
however far we may go in the analysis of avidya, it will remain signi­
ficant to us only as erroneous perception, and not as something distinct 
from the latter and constituting its material cause. A ll we can distin­
guish is a wider sphere of error and a smaller one, and not something, 
distinct from error that can cause error.



caused by certain factors which are not t h e S ^  
' selvies illusory but belong to reality itself.

This argument appears very plausible. But the 
very reasons which are considered sufficient to account 
for the appearance of the not-real to be real, are also the 
reasons which can be used to show that the real itself is 
not-real. For after all, we never know a thing except 
under certain conditions. We never know a thing as it 
is in itself. What reason then is there against the' 
supposition that even in the so-called normal perception, 
our perception has no relation to any possible existence 
of the thing (which we never know), but that it creates 
its own object ? It is admitted by all that the structure 
of our senses, their power, the position of the observer, 
etc., are all determining factors in a perception. Can- 
any one distinguish their contribution from the con­
tribution of the thing? If we can never know how 
a thing would appear in itself unaffected and undeter­
mined by any factors extraneous to it, we can also never 
prove that the thing exists at all or that it has any contri­
bution to make to the perception of it. The term 
‘normal perception’ has no metaphysical signi­
ficance. A ll perception can be shown to be equally 
normal or equally abnormal, so long as it gives rise, with- 
equal subjective authority, to a belief in objective reality.

It might here be argued: But there is no reason
why the object of what we call normal perception may 
not be in itself what it appears to us to be. We cannot 
indeed prove that. A proof, in the very nature of the 
case, is not possible. As we can never isolate an object 
from our knowledge and yet know what it is, so neither 
can we prove demonstratively that it is in itself what 
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-we perceive it to be. Still our faith may be quite justi­
fied. At least there is no reason why we should give 
it up.

Now we may ourselves indeed not be able to show, 
on the evidence of perception itself, that the thing is 
not as it is perceived to be by us. Still it is difficult to 
entertain the faith in view of certain facts pertaining to 
perception. We may, for example, try in a particular 
case to determine the set of conditions under which we 
may be said to apprehend the thing as it is. W e shall 
soon find that no such conditions exist. W e can 
evidently only determine this set of conditions by 
reference to our perception of the thing. But one per­
ception of the thing may be in itself quite as clear, defi­
nite, and convincing as any other. W e may set a  special 
truth-value upon a particular perception. But, by only 
a  slight variation in the conditions, we shall find that the 
dividing line between the two perceptions is so thin that 
our own valuation cannot but appear to us as very 
arbitrary. And when all is said, there is the ineradi­
cable doubt. We strain our senses, and seem to appre­
hend better. We take one position, and then 
another. We want more light, and greater variation 
in the circumstances that govern our perception. We 
.are never satisfied. W e still remain in uncertainty and 
doubt. W e seem to see things only dimly, and as 
through darkness and in error. There can be in the 
very nature of the case, no perfect set of conditions which 
will resolve all our doubts. Can we still maintain our 
faith in the face of these inevitable doubts?

It might be said that the very fact that we strain 
our senses and try to improve the conditions of percep-
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tion proves that the thing has a certain character that 
might be known by us. We may not be ultimately 
satisfied with our knowledge. But this does not mean 
that we have any doubt that the thing has some character 
which it really possesses, and that our knowledge more 
or less approximates to the real nature of the thing. It 
w ill be seen however that even this belief is not free 
from doubt. If the thing really has a character that is 
approximately the character that we apprehend in 
sensible perception, then that character cannot be 
independent of all those conditions which determine our 
perception of the thing. But a character cannot be said 
really to belong to a thing when it is in any way deter­
mined by what is extraneous to the intrinsic nature of 
the thing itself. No sensible character can, in this 
sense, be said to be intrinsic? to the thing; our doubt 
extends to the whole sensible nature of the latter.

Our conclusion is that once we try to account for 
the perception of the illusory by a certain defect in what 
may be called the machinery of preception, we shall 
really have to set aside the whole distinction of right per­
ception and wrong perception; for there is no perception 
which can be said to be true to the thing as it is in itself. 
In fact, the thing as it is in itself has to be totally abolished. 
In its place we have objects that have neither indepen­
dence nor self-existence. Thus by trying to account for 
false perception by certain factors that are in the nature 
of the real, we have abolished the problem itself; for 
there is no erroneous perception as against right percep­
tion to be explained. The only right knowledge w ill be 
knowledge that is obtained through any agency that is 
incorruptible, and not liable to change or defect. The

3
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}^-l!_:lertses are not such an agency. The whole realm or 
the sensible must therefore be rejected as non-existent 
in itself. The only real thing is the thing that is self- 
known, and not dependent upon any outside agency for 
the knowledge of it. This is the atman.

VI

It might be argued here that all the difficulties arise 
because we have created an unnecessary dualism between 
the thing and our knowledge of the thing. Our senses 
may be said to be never in error. What we perceive 
through them is just as it is perceived to be. This some­
thing that is perceived may simply be called a 
sense-datum: and a sense-datum has no character other 
than that which it is perceived to have. What we call 
an error of perception is really an error that is due to a 
wrong judgment on the sense-data that are actually 
presented.

Now it is evident that sense-data can never have 
other sense-data as their qualities. Each sense-datum 
is a complete datum by itself. Any judgment then 
which we may pass on certain sense-data that are actually 
given can never err in attributing to those sense-data 
qualities which they do not in fact possess. The error 
can only consist in associating with those sense-data 
other sense-data which are not themselves at the time 
given. But once again this can only be an error when 
we have means at our disposal for determining with 
certainty what'those other sense-data are or what they 
are not. Have we any such means? The only means
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that we can think of is either some change in our relation 
to the group of sense-data under consideration enabling 
us to intuit directly those sense-data which we did not 
intuit before, or the evidence of some other mind which 
is more favourably situated in respect of them. But 
neither of these testimonies will be relevant to the case in 
point. For we have already seen that it is not th e  sam e  
s en s e -da tum  that is seen from different places, or under 
different conditions of perception. When therefore I 
change my position, or rely on the evidence of some other 
man differently situated, 1 am not validly determining the 
nature of those sense-data which 1 originally inferred.
I am in fact dealing with different sense-data altogether. 
These might give rise to new judgments, but they can 
never test our original judgment. Fnis latter can only 
be tested by the evidence there and then available with­
out varying the conditions. We conclude that if there 
is no error in actual perception, neither can there be any 
error of ju d gm en t  with regard to the object of such per­
ception. There will be no error at all.

It might be thought that we are straining the argu­
ment too much. Judgment based on the evidence of 
one sense can be corrected or tested by the evidence ot 
other senses. W e may, for example, suppose that 
certain visual images that are actually presented to us are 
accompanied by certain tactual images, etc., and that 
the whole group of images taken together constitutes an 
object x. But our sense of touch or of taste may falsify 
this judgment by showing that those other images were 
in reality different from the images that were judged by 
us to have been associated, and that therefore the group 
in question constituted the object y  and not the object x.
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We have thus a complete explanation of what is ordinarily 
called an erroneous perception, but which is in reality an 
erroneous judgment.

This argument would be plausible if it were proved 
that sense-data constitute certain real objective groups.
But we have already shown that a  sense-datum, taken 
apart from the sensation of it, can have no sensible 
quality, and cannot be significantly spoken of as a sense- 
datum at all. There is then no question of any real 
objective group which is judged rightly or wrongly. A ll 
that we can argue is that our expectation is either realised 
or frustrated. When we see, for example, a  certain 
visual sense-datum, we expect, associated with it, certain 
tactual and other sense-data. This expectation is based 
merely on certain subjective associations, and not on any­
thing in the nature of the things themselves, which con­
ception is found to be quite meaningless. There is no 
question then of any truth or error in our knowledge pro­
perly so called. W e may indeed mean by truth 
“ an expectation realised” , and by error “an expectation 
frustrated” . But evidently such extended use of 
these terms is quite opposed to their original significance, 
in which a reference to something objective is necessarily 
implied.

Our account of sense-data however may not find 
general acceptance. It might be insisted on that there 
is a certain objective necessity in what we perceive. The 
sense-data are objectively real. But even if we accept 
this view, the above account of error cannot be valid.
For if the sense-data are extra-mental, then they must 
have an intrinsic nature not determined by the perception 
of them. This intrinsic nature can only be known in
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one particular perception. A ll other perceptions of it 
will be erroneous perceptions. It is unreasonable to argue 
that an entity which is objective and independent of the 
perception of it cannot be differently and so erroneously 
perceived. There w ill thus be error in the perception of 
sense-data, and not merely in a judgment about them.

It can indeed be disputed whether there is such a 
thing as pure perception which does not involve any judg­
ment. But however we may decide this issue, we shall 
have to admit that there is an intuitive experience that 
must be regarded as essentially perceptual as distinct 
from a purely judgmental form of knowledge. If that is 
so, then there can be error peculiar to perception as 
there can be error in judgment. McTaggart goes so far 
as to hold that every judgment is really a perception. If 
this were true, every erroneous judgment would be in 
reality an erroneous perception. The reverse position, 
namely that every perception is a judgment, is more diffi­
cult to maintain. For what are we to judge if nothing 
is g iv en  to start with?—and if something is given, then 
that at least is perceived and not judged. W e may not 
indeed be able historically to go back to a point where 
pure perception is supposed to take place. But logically, 
there must be something that is directly intuited if judg­
ment itself is to become possible. The only alternative 
to the denial of all direct intuition would be the denial of 
all knowledge of objective reality. But if direct intuition 
is admitted, the possibility of erroneous perception 
necessarily follows.

Here it might be argued that there can be no such 
thing as erroneous perception. For a  thing is either per­
ceived as it is, or it is not perceived at all. W hat are we

l*  V t f ^ 1 ]/  5  A J M N i ' V S y J



to understand by the so-called erroneous perception of it ?
It cannot be the perception of the th ing; and what is 
not the perception of the thing may be perception of 
some other thing, or no perception at a l l ; it cannot be 
what is called the erroneous perception of the thing. The 
very conception of the latter involves self-contradiction; 
w e speak of the perception of the thing, and at the 
same time go on to affirm that it is not the perception of 
it as it is,—or in other words, that it is the perception 
of no thing. To conclude, a perception of a thing must 
be a true perception, or it is no perception at all. It is 
also accordingly meaningless to speak of one perception 
being corrected by another perception. A perception is 
nothing if it is not already a true perception; a corrected 
perception is no perception.

The only flaw of this argument is its mis-direction. 
W e are not concerned to show that there is real erroneous 
perception. Rather it is fundamental to our argument that 
an  erroneous perception, like its object that is illusory, 
does not exist at all. The above argument brings this 
out quite sim ply, and directly. Whenever a supposed 
perception is corrected by a later perception, the only 
proper conclusion to draw is that it was not the perception 
of that thing, and that therefore the so-called perception 
w as no perception. The only perception that is real is 
the perception of a thing that is real. At the same time, 
it is from this experience of correction that w e, by 
analysis, reach this result. It would be sheer dogmatism 
to suppose that there should be no experience of 
correction. The experience in question does not go
counter to, or contradict, the conclusion reached. But if 
there is this experience, w e cannot eliminate from speech
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all reference to erroneous perception, which is yet no per­
ception. W e still speak of the illusory snake, although 
an illusory snake is no snake. The same may be said of 
its perception.

It might here be said that the very conception of one 
perception being corrected by another implies the reality 
of the distinction between a right perception and a wrong 
perception. But is this distinction tenable? If, as we 
have previously argued, there is nothing that is really 
independent of our perception of it, then there can be 
nothing that has the relation of correspondence to 
the latter. It would therefore be wrong to define a  right 
perception as perception of what is, and an erroneous 
perception as perception of what is not. Every perception 
is what it is prima fa c i e  taken to be. It has no implica­
tions which can falsify it or prove it to have been 
erroneous. The distinction is abolished, and the ex­
perience of correction can only be called illusory.

Now it is indeed true that on the hypothesis in 
question the distinction is not tenable. Still it would be 
wrong to conclude from this that every perception is right 
perception. There is simply no perception in the sense in 
which we ordinarily understand it. With the abolition 
of the distinction between right knowledge and wrong 
knowledge, knowledge as such is itself abolished. We 
thus find that we are nearer to our final point of view if we 
abolish the distinction in question, and with it a ll know­
ledge of objectivity. There are no real objects; and there 
can therefore be no real knowledge of objects. What 
appears to be such knowledge is in reality, and apart from 
the apparent divisions introduced in it by non-existent 
things, the one pure and objectless consciousness.
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VII

We Have analysed erroneous knowledge, or ajnana. 
W e have seen that there can be no explanation of it. It 
is itself the ultimate explanation of the world-appearance 
as well as of itself. The illusory is inexplicable ; and be­
cause it is self-contradictory, it presents no real problem 
to thought. The term ‘ ‘ajnana” however is capable of 
another interpretation, namely simple ignorance or non­
knowledge. This ignorance, it is evident, is implied in 
a ll erroneous knowledge. It is because we do not know 
the.real that it becomes possible to misperceive it. There 
are  certain problems peculiar to ajnana in this particular 
sense. We shall now proceed to consider them.

It cannot be denied that we have ignorance, and also 
that we are aware of it. The following instances make 
this clear: (a) We say, “ 1 do not know the meaning
of this word, or what w as intended to be conveyed by; 
a  certain utterance, or what you said, e t c . (b) I do 
not know the content of the infinite universe ; (c) I 
d id  not know anything in s leep ;” (d) 1 am
ignorant.” In all these cases, it is evident, there is 
awareness on m y part of being ignorant. This ignorance 
again is not without some object. Sometimes indeed 
I may not be fully conscious of the object of my ignor­
ance as when I simply say, “ I am  ignorant. But 
m y  awareness of my own ignorance is determinate only 
as the object of my ignorance is determinate. In this 
particular instance, there are certain objects supplied by 
thought; only they are somewhat indefinite in character.

The question naturally arises: Is there not self-
contradiction involved here? If my awareness of ignor-

( I  ( 1 | |  T  t )  AJNANA I  Q  |



tjOf “ ™ A
ance includes the awareness of the object of ignorance, 
then so far 1 know the object and I am not ignorant. We 
can always ask the question,—ignorant of what? The 
extent to which we are able to define this what ,  
we cannot be said to have any ignorance. Where we 
fa il, we also fail to be aware of being ignorant of any- 
thing, and cannot legitimately be spoken of as being 
ignorant. Is it not a self-contradiction to say that we 
know our own ignorance? What we know, we 
absolutely know; what we do not know, we absplutely 
do not know, and cannot even be aware that there is 
something which we do not know. The proposition 
that we are aware of being ignorant of x really means 
that we know x and at the same time we do not 
know x.

It will here be argued that our consciousness 
of ignorance cannot be denied. It is an undoubted fact. 
This fact can also be made intelligible. Our knowledge 
of x is to be distinguished from our ignorance of x. 
W hen I say I do not know x, I know x only in 
its generality. I do not know its particular character. Let 
us take the example, “ I do not know what is in your 
mind . Here I know that there is something in your 
m in d ; my ignorance relates to this something. But I do 
not know what this something is in its concrete nature. 
Thus my knowledge and my ignorance, in respect of 

one and the sam e entity, can be compatible.
This reasoning however is not convincing. It rather 

brings out the more emphatically that our knowledge and 
our ignorance cannot cover exactly the same ground, and 
cannot refer to an identical content. There is no ignor­
ance in respect of that which we know, namely
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the general character,—and no knowledge in respect of 
that which we do ' not know, namely the specific 
character. Knowledge and ignorance are thus mutually 
exclusive. They cannot relate to an identical thing which 
can then be spoken of both as known and as not known.

It will here be said that both knowledge and ignor­
ance of an identical content are possible. In fact it is 
only because they are possible, that there is consciousness 
of ignorance. If they related to different things, or even 
to the different aspects of the same thing, we should 
have no consciousness of ignorance. We readily 
recognise that the absence of sound is not the same 
absence as the absence of colour. Each absence is deter­
mined by its specific object. Even so here. Ignorance 
of one object cannot be the same as ignorance of another 
object. Each ignorance is specific; and it is specific 
because its object is specific. Ignorance that is not 
specific, and is not determined by any object, can never 
be known as ignorance. It is as unthinkable as m e r e  
a b s e n c e  which is not the absence of anything.

The question remains, how ignorance and know­
ledge are compatible with regard to the same content. 
This question is solved in the following manner. The 
same content may be known differently. Ihus, there 
might be knowledge of it in one sense, and no know­
ledge of it in another; it might be known, and yet at 
the same time not known. There is knowledge of 
things which is independent of the senses and the mental 
modifications through which sensible perception takes 
p lace ; it is independent of Vrtti-jnana. It may be said 
to know all things always. It is both unaided and un­
impeded by any instruments of knowledge. It is not



"M" toL
produced, and it does not disappear by the disappear­
ance of any so-called aids to knowledge. There can be 
no room for ignorance here. In fact, it is by 
the acceptance of this knowledge that our own 
ignorance becomes manifest to us. This know­
ledge therefore, not incompatible with ignor­
ance. Rather it proves the fact-hood of ignorance.
If there were no such all-knowing knowledge, we could 
never be aware of being ignorant of this, that, and so 
many other things which constitute almost an endless 
and infinite content. What ignorance is really incom­
patible with is that knowledge which we obtain through 
the senses and the connected factors of the mind, 
which together constitute the instruments of a ll empirical 
knowledge. So far as this knowledge is concerned, 
there is real absence of it when we are conscious of 
ignorance; for when it comes, ignorance cannot stay, and 
is bound to disappear even as darkness disappears before 
light. When therefore we say that we do not know what 
is going on in a distant star, we do not indeed know 
sensibly what is going on there; if we knew that, we 
should not be ignorant. Still there is undeniable aware­
ness of the object of this ignorance. We may be said 
first to know this object as unknown; when empirical 
knowledge arises, we know the same thing as known.
There is no question of the absolute ignorance of any­
thing. Everything is known either as unknown or as 
known. It is a change within knowledge, and not from 
no-knowledge to knowledge. The object of ignorance 
then is not known empirically; and yet it cannot be said 
to be not known at all. Our difficulties vanish when we 
have postulated this transcendental awareness which



lights up both knowledge and ignorance. It may be 
called sak?i-jnana.

Now it cannot be doubted that this is as good an 
analysis as can be given of the fact of ignorance. Still 
we maintain that the fact is a  self-contradictory fact, 
and that whatever analysis we might give of it will only 
make this self-contradiction the more evident. We are 
told that there are two kinds of knowledge, one com­
patible with ignorance, the other not. The question 
naturally arises: If the two kinds of knowledge refer
to one and the same object, wherein can they be said 
to differ? There are only two possible ways in which" 
the difference can be conceived : (a) Each kind of
knowledge has a  certain quality inherent in i t ;  (b) there 
is a certain peculiarity in their respective objects.

W e take the first alternative. It is possible in a  
way that the same object may be known through 
different kinds of knowledge. We may, for example, 
know a  table to be round through visual perception or 
through the sensations of touch. We thus know the 
same object differently through different sensations, each 
of which has a certain quality of its own. But is it 
strictly true that the same content or the same sensum 
is what is known through these different modes of know­
ing? It is evident that there is absolutely nothing in 
common between the visual sensum and the tactual 
sensum. The roundness as felt by the touch is not the 
same thing as the roundness that is seen by the eye. 
It is only the association in experience of the two kinds 
of knowledge that gives us the impression that what is 
sensed in the two cases is the same thing. But if this 
is the case with different forms of sensible experience,
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the gulf which divides the sensible experience of a thing 
from the supposed non-sensible experience of it will be 
found even more difficult to bridge. In the end, either 
the sensible thing must disappear, or the non-sensible 
knowledge of it.

It may indeed be taken as undeniable that we are 
conscious of the limitation of our knowledge, or what 
is the same thing conscious of being ignorant. But if 
;we are conscious of being ignorant, we should be able 
to bring out very clearly to ourselves all that we actually 
know, and the limits of that knowledge. Can any-one 
however really succeed in determining the limits of his 
knowledge, once he has started from some knowledge? 
We might say to ourselves, “ thus far we know,—and 
no farther.”  But if our knowledge were confined 
within the limit thus apprehended, there could possibly 
be no consciousness of something being beyond the 
limit, and no consciousness of the limit as such. In our 
very consciousness of the limit therefore, the conscious­
ness goes beyond the limit. How can we set any limit 
to our actual knowledge? Is not our consciousness of 
ignorance illusory?

We might say to ourselves, “This is what 
we know, and that is what we do not know.”  But 
clearly in “ not knowing that,” we have defined that 
in our knowledge. W e may change the argument and 
say, ‘We know that in a w ay; but we do not know it 
in some specified w ay .”  But in specifying the way, 
we have specified its object. Let us suppose that our 
present knowledge is of the form “ that something has 
a character which can only be known in a  particular 
mode of knowledge.”  Then our ignorance relates to
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. -tjie determ inate f o rm  which it has in that knowledge.
W e see a star. We know that it has a  visual character 
other than that which we see from this distance. W e 
are ignorant of this character which can only be known 
to an observer more conveniently situated. But the 
star as we see from this distance, and the visual 
character of which we are said to be ig n o ra n tw h a t 
have they in common? Can we speak of them as the 
same thing? Is it really the same thing that we now 
know and are also ignorant about? There can really be 
nothing in common between that which we have not yet 
known empirically, and that which we actually know 
and talk about now .  The more we try to define what 
is common to them, the more does the unknown become 
the known, till nothing is left to which our ignorance 
can properly be said to relate. If something is left over, 
then that something is not what we can legitimately talk 
about. It is nothing to us. We can never be aware 
of being ignorant of it. We thus find that the more 
we try to analyse ignorance and bring it to clearer cons­
ciousness, the more does it recede from us and elude 
knowledge. It vanishes the moment we look at it 
and scrutinise it.

Are we then really ignorant? W e complacently 
admit it to be fact. We seem to be ignorant of so many 
things. Gur knowledge is so very little. But that light 
of knowledge which lights up this supposed fact is a 
light that brooks no ignorance; it dissipates it. 
Our knowledge is all-inclusive and all-knowing; only 
w e do not know it through want of discrimination. It 
13 this want of discrimination that accounts for the 
apparent reality of ignorance. Our very awareness of
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(*(Wh ■ .is an indication of our real all-knowingness^ 
arid tHe unreality of the fact of ignorance.

Our all-knowingness is not to be understood in 
terms of any content. So far as content is concerned, 
it is bound to be lim ited; and so our ignorance will be 
as real as our knowledge. Our all-knowingness is 
rather our con s c i o u s  b e in g  which is not restricted to any 
content, but goes beyond all content. Our very absence 
of knowledge or ignorance is known by it. What can 
set a limit to it? That consciousness is bound 
to be unlimited and infinite. If we want a 
more readily intelligible image of our all-knowing­
ness, we can only indicate it negatively: What we 
know, we know; what we do not know, we 
can never specify; and without such specification, 
there can be no real ignorance. W e are a ll­
knowing, because we are that consciousness that 
transcends both knowledge and ignorance, and because 
there is nothing of which we can be ignorant that is not 
lighted up by it, rendering ignorance thereby a self­
contradictory concept.

It may be argued that in a ll our knowledge there is 
implied the category of the indeterminate. What we 
know has a necessary implication in it of something else 
that we do not know. We know one side of a thing, 
but we do not know its interior or its back side. W e 
know a thing by certain qualities and relations. But 
the thing is beyond them. This something we do not 
know. What we actually know is not all that we 
are aware of. W e are also aware of the realm of the 
indeterminate that extends beyond it. In other words, 
in our very awareness of knowing something, there is
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'!;•> ..awareness of not-knowing or ignorance. The fact-hood 
of this ignorance is thus fully vindicated.

Now we have not denied that our knowledge is 
limited, and that we are aware of the fact. What we 
have denied is that ignorance can be shown to be a 
fact that does not involve any self-contradiction. We 
may for example admit that in all our knowledge we 
are aware of the indeterminate, something which we can 
not deny but which we also cannot be said to know. But 
what is this indeterminate? Is it known or not? If it 
is known, then it is to that extent determinate. If it is 
not known, then it is nothing at all. The fact is that 
there can be no knowledge of the indeterminate as 
indeterminate; such knowledge would be self-contra­
dictory ; and yet without it., the reality of the indeter­
minate is not proved. The only significant use of the 
indeterminate is as in concept distinct from the deter­
minate; but as such a concept, it cannot be said to be 
indeterminate.

We can indeed reverse the argument. We may 
put ourselves the question: What exactly is the
determinate content that we know in any particular case? 
"What we seem to know is not exactly determ inate.  
Something that we seem to know is overshadowed by 
doubt; it may be this something or that something. 
Something else is found to evaporate into certain relations 
without leaving any residue that may be fixed by thought. 
Our very concepts, derived as they are from experience, 
appear to be essentially fluid in form. Thought itself 
may not be sure of its meanings. We can thus quite well 
argue that our knowledge has no determinateness about 
it. We really know nothing. We are wrapped up in
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\ c te r»^  ignorance. What we suppose to be knowledge—
'is rinefe ignorance. This argument is quite as valid as 
that which we advanced to prove the unreality of ignor­
ance. Thus both our supposed knowledge and our 
supposed ignorance are not what they appear. Neither 
is ignorance ignorance, nor is knowledge knowledge.
We seem to have both, and yet in reality have neither.
W e are that eternal unbedimmed light which neither 
knows, nor is it ignorant. These are mere appearances, 
self-contradictory in character, that appear in i t ; and we 
wrongly go on to affirm that we know and that we are 
ignorcfnt.

'1
VIII

It will now be argued that the instances of ignor­
ance on which we have based our analysis are not 
adequate to give us an idea of real ignorance, and that 
therefore our analysis of the concept is not valid. We 
have been considering only those cases in which a direct 
reference to some object is necessarily involved,—I am 
ignorant of x, y  etc. Here perhaps it is not difficult to 
show an inner contradiction. But there is a condition 
of being, with which we are quite familiar, in which 
there is undoubted ignorance, but no reference to any 
object whatsoever. In the state of deep and sound 
slumber, there is complete ignorance; there is no 
reference to any specific object of which we may be said 
to be ignorant. Can we not maintain that the fact of 
this ignorance involves no self-contradiction, and may 
therefore be taken to be real?

4
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Now it is evident that there is no direct awardnJsl-^ 
this ignorance in sleep itself. If anyone had this 

awareness, he would not later affirm, as he does when 
he wakes up, that he did no t  know an y th in g  in sleep. 
;W e seem to have this awareness only when we wake 
up. But then reference to certain objects more or less 
indefinite in character is clearly involved; in the expres­
sion ‘we did not know anything in sleep ,’ ‘anything 
stands for a number of things of conscious waking 
experience which are supplied by thought in order to 
make the expression significant. All our consciousness 
of ignorance then has this objective reference, and no 
new case appears to be presented by the ignorance that 
is said to exist in sleep.

The matter however is not so very simple, it will 
be said. The awareness which we have on waking up 
refers to some past fact, the ignorance that has already 
ended. It is clearly of the form of memory. We must 
therefore postulate an original and direct experience of 
ignorance in sleep ; and since no reference to any specific 
object can here be involved, the fact of ignorance involves 

j no self-contradiction, and may be said to be so far real.
It is indeed true that our present awareness appears 

to refer to some past fact. But is it really a case of 
memory? Whenever we have memory, we are also 
aware of the time and the place of the original experience. 
Sometimes we may not be able to make this spatial and 
temporal reference definite. But we have no doubt that 
the original experience took place at some time and at 
some place which are only capable of an approximate 
determination. In the case before us, no such thing is 
possible. We are asserting the absence of all experience
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in sleep ; and as a matter of fact, we cannot carry back 
our so-called memory to any original experience. Is it 
a genuine case of memory at all?

It might here be argued that we have wrongly 
defined memory. A ll that is necessary in order to have 
memory is that our present experience must refer to some 
direct experience in the past. It is not necessary that 
there should be any explicit reference to the time and 
the place and the general circumstances of the original 
experience. It is sufficient if we can prove that there is 
an original experience in sleep to which our present 
memory refers. This can be proved in the following 
way.

Sleep is not a present fact when we wake up. It 
cannot therefore be directly intuited. Also it is not 
inferred. The ground of any possible inference may 
be stated as follows : By the evidence of the clock we
determine that a certain period has elapsed. As there 
is absence of memory with regard to the content of this 
period, there must he absence of all experience. We 
know in this way that a certain period has elapsed which 
was not filled with any experience; and this we call 
sleep. Now it is evident that we do not consult a  clock 
every morning in order to know that we slept. If all 
the clocks were broken, we should still be aware that 
we slept. But how are we to avail ourselves of 
the services of the clock even? If our memory can be 
carried back only up to a certain point of time, namely 
the waking moment,—then beyond that point we should 
have no memory whatsoever, and even the clock cannot 
be availed of to indicate a  definite lapse of time beginning 
at a particular moment in the past. But let us suppose



that the threads of memory are again taken up at a point 
of time earlier in the series. Then the interval is either 
itself remembered, or it is not. If it is remembered, 
then there must have been an original experience regard­
ing it. If it is not remembered, then the whole course 
of memory should appear to us  to be continuous, and 
we should not be aware of any interval of time between 
any two memories. There must be an experienced 
break, before the services of the clock can be availed of. 
How is the reality of this break to be established through 
inference? In fact any inferential process to become 
possible, the interval in question must be given to start 
with. For what is the supposed absence of memory to 
refer to? If there is no g i v e n  period to which the 
absence of memory can be referred, the very first condi­
tion of a possible inference is not satisfied. Lastly, it 
is evident that it would be fallacious to infer from the 
absence of memory the absence of all original experience. 
For memories are often forgotten even when there has 
been original experience. If there is memory, then 
there must certainly be an original experience; but the 
reverse is not true. We conclude that inference cannot 
be the ground of our present knowledge of sleep. The 
only remaining form of knowledge that is possible under 
the circumstances is memory. There must therefore be 
an original experience in sleep to make memory possible.

'An objection will be raised here. The self of 
waking life or the empirical ego is not present in 
sleep. It cannot be present in the very nature of the 
case. For if it were present and experienced anything, 
the awareness that we did not know anything in sleep 
would be falsified. How can we then explain the possi-
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a b i l i t y  of an original experience in sleep? This difficulty 

is met by arguing that the ego is not our true self, and 
that it is not a necessary element in all experience. It 
is found to be absent in sleep, and yet there is knowledge 
of this very absence. There must therefore be a con­
sciousness which is beyond the ego-consciousness, and 
which makes the absence of the ego itself its object. It 
is indeed not to be understood that in sleep itself the 
absence of the ego or of anything else is known as the 
absence of that particular thing. To know the absence 
of a particular thing, we must also know the thing; and 
this will be to re-introduce the ego-consciousness.

hat is meant is that there is in sleep a consciousness 
which is beyond the ego, and which even illuminates 
the absence of all knowledge by the ego. But at the 
same time, it only knows what is actually present at 
the time. And what is present is not the absence of 
this or that particular entity, in which we resolve the 
situation on waking up, but what may be called universal 
ignorance, or pure ignorance, that is positive in character.
This is not known through any mental modification; for 
that would be to resuscitate the ego in some form and 
the machinery of empirical knowledge connected with' 
it. If we must have some modification, it must be a 
modification of ignorance itself. It is in this way proved 
that there can be experience of pure ignorance which' 
does not in any way contradict itself.

How far this view is correct we shall now proceed 
to examine. There might be an initial difficulty in 
understanding how memory is possible even if the above 
view is taken to be substantially true. For one con­
sciousness does not remember an experience on the part
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of another consciousness. The consciousness in sleep 
is superior to the ego. It has the original experience.
But how is it that quite a  distinct entity, namely the 
waking ego, has the memory. It knows that it slept, 
and that it did not know anything. It is just as well 
to say that one man sleeps, while another has the 
awareness that he slept. This difficulty however is not 
real. The consciousness in sleep which knows ignor­
ance may be said to be our only real consciousness. It 
never ceases to be conscious when we wake up. It is 
perfectly continuous with itself and uninterrupted. 
W hat happens when we wake up is simply that this 
consciousness appears to itself in the form of the ego.
The ego which was absent in sleep has so to say come 
to life and established an identity with the consciousness 
in  question. It is this consciousness that knows a ll the 
while, whether we are in sleep or in wakefulness. E,ven 
when the ego seems to know or to remember, it is not 
really the ego that is conscious. The ego as such is 
more properly regarded as something unintelligent. It 
is known while it is there; and when it ceases to exist in 
sleep, its absence also is known. That consciousness 
however which knows the ego itself, as well as 
its absence, can never be known. That is the real 
intelligent self. The only point therefore that seems 
to require an explanation is how memory can arise unless 
there is an original impression made on the mind and 
retained by it in the form of a memory-trace. The mind 
does not function in sleep, and so it cannot receive any 
impression; and without it, there can be no memory.
To get over this difficulty, it is suggested that the mind 
receives the impression just when it comes to life on



'  waking up, and that it can thereafter revive it at w ill. 
Its coming to life is synchronous with the creation of 
the memory-trace in question. This is however a minor 
point and can be satisfactorily settled, if once we have 
proved that the case under consideration is a genuine 
case of memory.

More important than the above is the question as 
to the exact nature of the original experience. When­
ever we think of any experience, we always think of it 
as having some definite content. The content here is 
mere ignorance which is said to be positive in character.
It is to be distinguished from ‘absence of knowledge.’ 
To know the absence of knowledge of anything, we 
must know the thing. This is not possible in sleep. It 
is indeed argued that wherever this positive ignorance 
exists, absence of knowledge also exists. This explains 
the statement which we make on waking up that we 
did not know anything in sleep. Absence of knowledge 
in sleep is indeed a fact. But this absence itself is not 
known. What is known in sleep is positive ignorance.

It is however evident that the distinction here made 
is a distinction without a difference; positive ignorance 
is presentable to us only in the form of ‘absence 
of knowledge ; we have no idea of any other content 
which can be said to be represented by it. The ignor­
ance which we seem to find in the state of sleep is only 
intelligible to us under this negative image, namely the 
absence of knowledge of things. Apart from this, it 
m ay be anything, but it is not something that can be 
presented to thought or conceived as presentable to any 
knowledge. W e lightly say that we were completely 
ignorant in sleep, as ignorant as a piece of stone or a
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b lo ck '  of wood. We forget that the state of these 
unintelligent entities is itself conceived on the analogy 
of our own experience of deep sleep, and that if we did 
not find in the latter the absence of a ll that intelligent 
activity which we identify with intelligent existence, 
there would be no reason whatsoever to distinguish our 
existence as intelligent from the existence of a piece of 
stone or a block of wood. It is the absence of intelligent 
activity that alone gives the unintelligent its meaning.
There is no other way in which we can represent to 
ourselves a state of unintelligent being or of mere ignor­
ance, such as sleep.

It is argued that we must conceive positive ignor­
ance on the analogy of darkness. Darkness is not 
merely the privation of light. We see darkness. W e 
cannot see mere privation. Darkness is therefore some­
thing in itself and positive in character. But firstly, why 
should we require eyes in order to see darkness? A! 
creature who had never developed this particular sense 
even in its most rudimentary form should be able to see 
darkness. Nobody however can hold that this is 
possible. But if eyes are needed in order to see dark­
ness, then we have not eliminated from the latter what 
alone can stimulate the eyes, namely light. Secondly, 
can we really find in darknes some positive entity that 
is related to light as one thing is related to another thing ?
In mythology indeed we m ay find the demons of dark­
ness putting up a fight with the angels of light before 
retreating into the back-ground, but this would satisfy 
neither common-sense nor philosophical thought. It is 
not some positive stuff which fills space, and which is 
somehow driven out when light is brought in. Thirdly,
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can we really be said to see darkness? Darkness as 
such has no shape, form, colour, or any kind of deter­
minate reality. It is therefore more true to fact to say 
that when we do not see anything in particular and still 
want to see, we are said to see darkness. There is no 
image of darkness as such. What we consider to be 
such an image will be found on analysis to be certain 
streaks of light or spots, more or less definite in 
character, which come up and then disappear. Of 
darkness as such we cannot be said to have any image.

W e may, however, for the sake of the argument, 
suppose that there is such a thing as positive ignorance 
m sleep. Evidently, since it is some definite content 
in itself, distinct from the knowing consciousness, it can 
only be known by the, latter as object. But if that is 
so, the subject-object relation exists even during sleep.
How can we really be said not to know anything in 
sleep? A way out of this difficulty is found by arguing 
that although ignorance is object, it is a  different kind 
of object from the objects of waking life. The latter 
are known through some mental modification, or vrtti 
of the antah\arana. Ignorance is not thus known. W e 
can therefore say, in a general way, on waking up that 
nothing was known. A similar distinction is to be made 
in respect of the subject. The ego is a subject, so also 
is the consciousness that knows ignorance in sleep. But 
while ego is pure consciousness with the limitation of 
the mind and its adjuncts or antahkarana, the conscious­
ness that knows ignorance is pure consciousness limited 
only by ignorance. Thus ignorance is known as object, 
and yet from the point of view of the waking ego which 
knows only through a mental modification, it is no object.



N̂ El3 S s ego can thus declare that in sleep nothing 
was known. Similarly, the consciousness that knows 
ignorance is subject, and yet from the point of view of 
the ego, it is no subject. Thus subject-object relation 
is possible in sleep without such a position being contra­
dicted by the utterances of waking life.

This explanation is very ingenious. But what is 
quite certain is that ignorance to be o b j e c t  must be 
distinguishable from the subject, and also from some 
other object or objects. This evidently is not possible 
during sleep. There is no other object in sleep, and no 
discursive thinking through which any distinction can 
be realised. Can we maintain that in the absence of a ll 
distinctions, objectivity can still be realised as fact? If 
a content is known neither as distinct from myself, nor 
as distinct from some other content, how is it distinct 
from me. Indeed when we wake up, distinctions can be 
made. But these distinctions can have no relation to 
positive ignorance which has ceased to be object.

This brings us to our last point of criticism. The 
original experience that takes place in sleep and 
the memory-experience in wakefulness have no common 
object. What is originally experienced is something 
positive. What is remembered is nothing positive. 
That I did not know anything in sleep can only refer to 
the absence of knowledge in sleep, which itself is not 
at that time known. How can we then proceed 
from our present knowledge to posit some other 
knowledge in sleep which has no common object 
with it?  If positive ignorance is to be proved, 
it cannot be proved on the evidence of the so- 
called memory-knowledge which we have on
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wafong up, but only by indicating some original and 
direct experience of it. But nobody can claim that this 
can be indicated by an appeal to sleep itself, when we 
have eliminated from our knowledge of sleep all that 
knowledge which we have on waking up,—the 
knowledge namely of the form, that I did not know any­
thing, I was in ’ complete darkness, etc. This position 
will be made clearer in the sequel.

We conclude that the reality of ignorance as such 
without reference to any object is not proved. But this 
at once raises the question of the facthood of sleep which 
is supposed to be a state of complete ignorance.

* IX

It appears to us to be quite certain that we only know 
the fact of our having slept when we are said to wake 
up. There is no knowledge in sleep itself of our being 
asleep. If we conceived a situation in which we 
continued in sleep without ever waking up, there would 
be no awareness on our part that we slept; the supposed 
fact would not be realised as fact in our consciousness.
It would be no fact at all. Its facthood is essentially 
connected with the fact of waking up.

Can we make a distinction between the fact itself 
and the fact as thus known by us? We indeed make 
a distinction. When we know as ‘having slept’ , 
sleep is already past. But at the same time we cannot 
distinguish the fact of sleep from the fact as it is revealed 
to us on waking up. We have no other knowledge of 
the fact. We can never therefore argue that the fact
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is Some positive state if the only knowledge that we have 
of it is negative in character. We have already seen 
that the knowledge of sleep as a state of positive ignor­
ance is nowhere given to us. It is not given in sleep.
It is not given when we wake up. It is indeed true that 
on waking up we seem to know that the absence of know­
ledge which we find in sleep was itself not known in 
sleep, and that therefore the state itself is distinct from’ 
the mere absence of knowledge; it is some positive state 
of ignorance in which nothing is known. But this 
knowledge cannot be true and must be rejected, fo r  
when we wake up, the so-called positive state has already, 
ceased to exist, and cannot be directly intuited. So far as 
memory is concerned, all our knowledge is of the form,
‘I did not know anything’ ; the supposed positive 
state of ignorance does not form the content of 
any memory. But if the knowledge which we have on 
waking up has no relation to sleep as it is supposed to 
be in itself, and if there is no other knowledge of it, must 
we not, like the supposition of things-in-themselves,: 
drop the supposition of a state of positive ignorance-in- 
itself ? The distinction which we make between the 
actual sleep and our image of it cannot be validated and 
must be given up.

W e shall be told that our knowledge of sleep is not 
merely confined to the awareness of ignorance. W e 
have also the knowledge that we slept happ ily , that we 
were in sweet slumber. How could w e have this 
experience, if sleep were not a state of positive happiness, 
or if we did not experience happiness in  sleep? But 
what is this happiness which we are said to have 
experienced in sleep? Does it refer to any object
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way? Absence of knowledge of things means absence 
of all intercourse with them, and so the cessation of all 
that pain which results from the efforts of the w ill towards 
adjustment. The feeling of well-being or of happiness 
can thus be explained without the supposition of some 
original expierience of the same in sleep.

It might be said that although there is no enjoy­
ment of any object in sleep, there must be a positive 
experience of happiness. This is the natural bliss of the 
self. It is the experience of this bliss which we 
remember when we become aware on waking up that 
we slept most happily and peacefully. It is however 
quite certain that the experience which we have on 
waking up of the happiness that is supposed to be ours 
in sleep, is the experience of a  happiness that is very 
limited in its scope. It cannot be compared to the 
supreme bliss of the self. It is limited by a certain 
objective situation. The happiness due to the enjoy­
ment of objects is relative to the objects enjoyed. The 
happiness of sleep is relative to another objective situa­
tion,—namely the absence of all intercourse with objects 
that causes the pain, the strain, and all the worry of life.
This happiness is restricted; while the pure bliss of the 
self, of which all experiences of happiness m ay be said 
to be limited expressions, is un-restricted by anything.
It is infinite.

A corollary follows from the above position. If 
the fact of sleep cannot be distinguished as something 
positive from the fact as known to us, then this 
appearance of sleep as a state preceding the knowledge 
of it can only be illusory. We are accustomed to think
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that wc first sleep, then we wake up, and afterwards we 
know that we slept. But this sleep which is said to 
precede its knowledge is not known at th e  t i m e ; it is n e v e r  
known as a positive content; and it is never knowab le  as 
such. To posit such sleep is really to posit something that 
is not only unproved, but that could never be proved, 
for if we conceived any knowledge which could possibly 
prove it, that knowledge would be self-contradictory. 
The only sleep that we IjnouJ is the sleep that is related 
to the fact of wakefulness, and that has for its content 
the negation of all content of wakefulness. If we 
abstract from our knowledge of sleep a l l  r e f e r e n c e  to 
wakefulness and its content, sleep represents notmng 
significant; it stands for no possible object of experience. 
The so-called real sleep that precedes wakefulness is thus 
found to be only a  false and illusory appearance.

This seems to raise very formidable difficulties. W e 
have not gone through any experience of real sleep. 
Have we then been awake a ll the while, and only mis­
takenly supposing ourselves to have gone to sleep, and 
then woke up, etc.? But the state of wakefulness 
is certainly not more real than the state of sleep. 1 he 
extent to which we are sure that we are now awake is 
also the extent to which we are equally sure that we had 
been asleep. It cannot therefore be that we could have 
been all the time awake, and never gone to sleep at any 
time. If wakefulness is real, the other state cannot be 
less so. We shall now proceed to show that both the 
states are equally illusory.

W e are accustomed to think that we know at least 
wakefulness d irectly; because it is a present state, and 
we are also in a  position to know what is presented. But
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' - this afgutnent is fallacious. Wakefulness cannot be the 
object of waking consciousness. The objects known by 
the latter are either external or internal. Wakefulness 
is not an external object known through any of our 
senses. It is not an internal object like thought, feeling, 
desire, etc. We shall be told that it is the whole course 
of knowing objects, external and internal. But if the 
ego could reflect over this whole course of knowing, it 
would simply know it as that course. It would have no 
idea of b e in g  awake. Wakefulness can only become 
object to consciousness when it stands contrasted to some 
other state. There is evidently no other state during 
wakefulness to which wakefulness itself can stand con­
trasted. The only state to which it can have this relation 
is sleep. But the ego cannot be said to know sleep; for 
it is absent in sleep and does not function at all. The 
ego then cannot know wakefulness either. Wakefulness 
is not a present fact to it. It is fact only to that conscious­
ness which goes beyond wakefulness, and has the 
intuition of sleep at the same time. The apprehension 
of states then would not be possible if we supposed that 
the ego-consciousness is the only consciousness. The 
ego can intuit neither sleep nor wakefulness. The intui­
tion is only possible to a consciousness which does not 
appear to come and to go like the ego, and is beyond the 
states known by it.

W e have seen before that sleep can only be appre­
hended in relation to wakefulness and as the negation 
of the content of the latter; if we did not 
wake up, we should never know sleep. W e 
have now seen that if we did not intuit sleep from 
which we are said to wake up, we should not know wake-
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relation each to the other. In sleep, sleep cannot be 
known; in wakefulness, wakefulness cannot be known. 
The states then are not known successively. They can 
only be known simultaneously, for then alone can they 
be known as mutually related. The facts of experience 
bear out the same truth. It is when we are said to wake 
up, that we know both that we slept and that we have 
passed into another state or the state of wakefulness. 
The consciousness that knows this, cannot be either in 
sleep or in wakefulness. It apprehends both these 
states. It could not apprehend them if it were in any 
w ay subject to them.

It will now be argued that the states appear 
as suecessive and not as simultaneous. W e can never 
appear to ourselves as both sleeping and being awake 
at the same time. In the very experience of waking up, 
sleep appears as a  state which precedes wakefulness and 
which has already gone wheri wakefulness has set in. 
Simultaneity of apprehension is no reason for the 
unreality of succession in the objects. A ny succession 
of states can evidently be known only in a simple and 
simultaneous apprehension. But that does not mean 
that the states are not successive or that they coexist. 
S leep and wakefulness for example can never coexist, 
or be states of the same person at the same time. W hat­
ever then the manner of our apprehension, the objective 
reality of succession cannot be denied.

W e do not deny that sleep and wakefulness appear 
successive,—that we seem to have first slept and then 
woke up. But we deny that this appearance is a reality, 
—that we have ever, in point of fact, either slept or woke
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up. This becomes evident when we ask, what entity 
passes through these states ? Is it the waking ego ? But 
the ego does not persist through the states. It does not 
exist in sleep. Sleep cannot be its state. Does the 
higher consciousness which is beyond the ego pass 
through the states? But ex -hypoth es i ,  it neither sleeps 
nor does it wake up. It has no states; it cannot be said 
to pass through them. It is where it is, and can neither 
be said to leave one state nor to enter another. Its vision 
too is never successive; it is akrama-dr\ as it is called; 
it never perceives ‘one after another’ or successively, 
which is the character of all thought-knowledge.

What entity then has the states? We shall be told, 
the entity that apprehends them. But are we any nearer 
the solution? The higher consciousness may be said 
to apprehend the states. But it has no states. Also it 
can neither distinguish one state from another, nor any 
given state from itself. The ego alone can do that.
But does the ego apprehend the states? It too has no 
states; and we have already seen that it can intuit neither 
sleep in which it is absent, nor wakefulness which is not 
presentable to it as a state. It is as impossible to say 
whose states they are, as to say who apprehends them.
The claim must necessarily remain undefined. For they 
are not the real states of any en tity ; and no entity can 
be said to pass through them successively as its 
experiences. They have merely the appearance  of being 
successive states of the self.

An objection might here be raised. It might be 
argued that in order that there should be an appearance 
of succession, there must be real succession in experience.
In order, for example, that a should appear as prior to b,

5
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of b,  and lastly the knowledge that a is prior to b .  There 
must thus be a real succession in experience in order to 
account for any appearance of succession. 1  his may 
indeed be the case, where we have no reason to doubt 
the reality of objective succession. But once objective 
succession has been shown to be illusory, and a has been 
found to be not really prior to b ,  the respective 
experiences of the two also cannot have this relation m 
reality; we cannot say that the experience of a is really 
prior to the experience of b, but that the appearance of 
priority is part of the original illusory appearance. It is 
also clear that, in any case, we can only start from the 
knowledge of succession (which itself has no successive 
parts), and deduce from it any succession in knowledge; 
the latter as such and apart from the former is not a 
datum at a l l ; its reality is thus wholly dependent upon 
the validity in point of fact of the knowledge of succes­
sion. We have already seen that the states are not real, 
and that therefore the knowledge of the succession oi 
the states cannot be valid.

We conclude that the states together with the 
appearance of their successiveness are illusory. The 
only reality is the stateless consciousness which 
constitutes the ground of this appearance. Sleep as a 
state of positive ignorance is not real. But if our analysis 
is correct, then our original objections against the reality 
of ignorance hold good of all possible cases of ignorance 
without exception.
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We have argued that everything that is objective 
in character is illusory. Even illusoriness and ignorance 
in general are not real. The only true reality is the Self, 
or the atman, that is never an object. The empirical 
ego is not this self. For the ego can become our object.
Its coming and its going are known. There is a  conscious­
ness beyond the ego. This is our true self. There is 
nothing beyond it that can know it, or make it an object.
It is never given in self-consciousness. What is thus 
given is only the empirical self that is necessarily related 
to objects, and can therefore be distinguished from them.
The true self cannot be so distinguished, and is not 
known. At the same time, it would be wrong to say 
that it is unknown. Whenever anything is known, it 
is in the knowledge of the self that it is known. This 
knowledge does not require to be further known. Its 
self-evidence is beyond doubt.

Everything that is knowable is negated in the self.
The self is thus said to be known only through negation,
—‘not this’ , ‘not this’ , or neti neti as it is called.
This has led to some misunderstanding. What is left 
over of reality, it is asked, when every known content 
has been negated of the self? Have we not lapsed 
into pure nothingness? A  reality that lacks every 
determination has nothing to distinguish it from mere 
non-being. We may indeed call it pure being. But 
what is the ‘being-ness’ about it, when there is no 
determinate content to which the affirmation of being 
can be attached? It is just this very absence of all deter­
minate content that we can possibly mean by non-being,
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is the very opposite of being. Pure being cannot 

thus be significantly spoken of as the true reality.
The above objection is based upon the supposition 

that non-being can also be non-objective. We have 
seen, in our analysis of the notion of positive ignorance, 
that this is far from being the case. The state of deep 
sleep is the most complete image we can ever have of 
the negation of all content. And yet we have seen that 
this state is nothing if it is not known. It implies a 
seer. It cannot be said to be something in itself. When 
therefore we picture ultimate reality and liken it to mere 
nothing, have we excluded from it this most subtle kindl 
of objectivity, the negation of all content? The truth 
is that whenever we think of mere nothing or pure non- 
being, we can only think of it as the pr iva tion  of content. 
W e fail to see that this privation is only a new content 
and not the absence of all content. True absence or 
privation, if we so express ourselves, w ill lack nothing.
It will not be privation, but the fullness of being. The 
latter does not exclude that true and ultimate privation 
which is never an object, but that pseudo-privation that 
introduces content through the very negation of content. 
A l1 our ideas of nothingness are ideas of content 
neg atively conceived. W e never succeed in negating 
this negation; and yet on it depends the correctness of 
the view of reality above indicated.

Our conclusion is that in the Absolute Reality, 
which is our true Self, the whole realm of the objective, 
and also that ignorance which may in a  sense be said 
to be the cause of the appearance of the latter, are can­
celled. Even this cancellation must be supposed to be 
cancelled. That the knowledge of this reality appears to
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tis-to be something still to be achieved is due merely to 
ignorance; and we have tried to show in this paper that 
although we cannot help using the concept, ignorance 
is not fact at all. It is eternally cancelled in the Reality, 
and yet we seem to think that the cancellation has still 
to be achieved. The distinction which we make of the 
different planes of reality, thus justifying to a certain 
extent the reality of error and of our efforts to get rid of 
it, has no metaphysical significance. The error and the 
efforts are alike illusory; so is any knowledge of the 
Absolute that is yet to come. The Absolute is eternally 
accomplished; and there is nothing beside it which exists.
The individual is eternally free; he is freedom itself; 
because be is truly the Absolute. His only bondage is 
ignorance; and ignorance we have found to be no fact.
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Introduction

According to Advaitism, the absolute alone is real.
1 he absolute is conceived as an undifferenced unity in 
which there is no distinction of any kind. It is pure con­
sciousness, devoid of all objective contents. It follows 
therefore that in the absolute there is no duality or multi­
plicity, which always presupposes some distinction. It 
also follows that the absolute cannot be given as an 
object, because the pure, contentless consciousness can 
never be objectified. The absolute must therefore be 
free from objectivity and duality.

The world, which is always given as an object and 
which cannot be conceived apart from multiplicity and 
distinction, cannot be identified with, or made a part of, 
the absolute. The world and the absolute cannot 
obviously be identified, because they are of opposite 
natures. It is also clear that the world, which is 
so opposed in nature to the absolute, cannot be merged 
in the absolute and made one with it, without falsifying 
the nature of the absolute.

When the world cannot be identified with the 
absolute or included in it, we can only conclude that the 
world is utterly different from the absolute. And if the 
absolute alone is real, the world, which is different from 
the absolute, must be a false appearance. In fact there 
is no world, although we happen to see one. Our per­
ception of the world is therefore an illusion.

How is this illusion possible? In every illusion we 
mistake one thing for another; and such a mistake 
is possible, because the thing to be known is not known
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buted to it. There is no mistake or illusion about a thing 
when it is known in its proper character. Ignorance of 
the real object is thus a necessary condition of all 
illusions. But the ignorance, which is necessary to explain 
an illusion, is not mere lack of knowledge. Where there 
is ignorance, necessary for illusion, there is no doubt lack 
of knowledge (of the real object), but there must also be 
attribution of some false character (to the object). Ignor­
ance thus in the case of illusion functions in two ways *, 
first, it prevents the knowledge of the real object and, 
secondly, it makes us see something else in the place of 
the object. Objectively considered, ignorance may be 
said to hide the real object from view (avarana) and to 
display a different object in the place of the real 
one (viksepa). The illusory object is not made up of 
any real constituents; it may be said therefore to be an 
effect or a mode of ignorance itself. Its substance is that 
of ignorance and it persists so long as ignorance is there. 
When the ignorance of the real object is removed by a 
true knowledge of it, the illusory object is no longer seen.

In the same way the theory of ignorance seeks to 
explain the illusion of the world. The only reality that 
is there is the absolute and in its place we see the world 
on account of our ignorance of reality. The world is an. 
effect or a mode of ignorance. It is made of the stuff of 
which ignorance is made. It persists so long as the true 
knowledge of the absolute does not arise to dispel our 
ignorance. When knowledge arises, ignorance vanishes 
and with it the world too disappears.

Ignorance thus is the ultimate principle of advaitic 
cosmology. Every fact or event in the world, whether
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or psychical, is explained as a mode of ignor­
ance. The world, being an illusory appearance, also 
requires a real basis. The illusory object is seen in the 
place of the real one which supplies the basis of 
the illusory appearance. In the case of the world- 
illusion, the absolute supplies the basis. Whatever 
appears in the world-illusion does so on the basis of the 
absolute. But the form and the content of any appear­
ance are not determined by the absolute which is present 
indifferently in all cases. It is ignorance that gives form 
and content to a ll appearances. The absolute is the basis 
of them only in the sense in which a real object is the 
basis of the illusory appearance which is seen in its place- 
The real object does not enter into the constitution of the 
illusory object and is pot affected by the presence or the 
absence of the latter. In this sense is the absolute or 
Brahma the basis of the world and of everything in it.
So far as the character and the constitution of the things 
in the world are concerned, they have to be referred to 
ignorance or ajnana.

I

The Objective Vieu) o f Ajnana

How are we exactly to think of this ajnana? Since 
it is the material ground of all things in the universe, it 
appears very much like Prakrti. According to the 
Sankhyas, everything in the universe has been evolved 
out of Prakrti. In the advaitic theory too every kind of 
objective existence is described as a mode of ajnana. 
.When the advaitic writers try to describe the evolution of
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the different forms of worldly existence, they trace them 
all to ajnana. In fact, in their cosmology ajnana 
occupies the same place as is given to Prakrti in 
the Sahkhya system. The descriptions of ajnana and 
Prakrti are very much alike. Sometimes it is even 
expressly said that Maya (i.e. ajnana) is another name for 
Prakrti.

How do we then distinguish the advaitic view of 
Ajnana from the Sahkhya view of Prakrti ? 1 he
Sankhyas think of Prakrti as eternal, having neither 
beginning nor end; the advaitists regard ajnana as begin­
ningless but not without an end. Ajnana comes to an 
end when the knowledge of Brahma arises. In the 
Sahkhya theory, Prakrti is as real as Purusa and both can 
exist independently. In advaitism, ajnana is not as real 
as Brahma, because it disappears while Brahma continues 
to exist; and as ajnana cannot exist without the basis of 
Brahma it cannot be said to have any independent exist­
ence. But despite these differences from Prakrti, when 
the whole evolutionary process of the world is traced to 
ajnana, it is, I think, taken in all seriousness as a real 
entity. It is of course not as real as Brahma, but never­
theless it is real as far as it goes. When ajnana 
is described as neither real nor unreal, it is meant, accord­
ing to this view, that ajnana is not real like Brahma which 
never ceases to exist and is not unreal like a  fictitious 
entity (e .g . the horn of a hare) which never appears.

Although the ultimate reality is one without a 
second, it is not difficult for the advaitists to ascribe some 
reality to ajnana, because they grant a kind of reality even 
to illusory objects. Our knowledge of any object is the 
test of its reality. W e have no direct access to the inner
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beihg of things. We can say that a thing exists, only 
when we know it. And since an illusory object is also 
known, it must be granted some reality. If it were 
altogether unreal, it would not be seen at all. Its 
relative impermanence certainly makes it less real than 
other ordinary objects but does not reduce it to nothing. 
When we allow some reality even to an illusory object, 
which appears only for a time and is in most cases seen 
by a single individual, it is not unreasonable to grant 
some reality to ajnana which is relatively permanent and 
is experienced by us all in common in thss form of the 
world. Still if we say that the ultimate reality is one 
without a second, we mean that it is without a  second of 
of its own kind, and ajnana surely does not enjoy the kind 
of reality which the ultimate reality, Brahma, has. Thus 
the absolute unity of Brahma is not affected by 
the reality of ajnana.

From some other considerations also, it seems, we 
are forced to grant some reality to ajnana. If we are 
to explain our experience, in which multiplicity and 
difference appear to be patently given, we cannot but 
accept some entity other than Brahma. Brahma is the 
principle of pure consciousness; it can explain neither 
the objects nor their differences which we experience. It 
is precisely to explain these elements that the theory of 
ajnana has been formulated; and so, if we suppose that 
ajnana has no reality or that there is absolutely nothing 
beside Brahma, then the facts of experience will remain 
altogether unexplained. It seems necessary, therefore, to 
accept ajnana as a real entity (with the qualification that 
it is not as real as Brahma).

But can we not take ajnana as a subjective fancy?
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XXj^S^subjective fancy is real and it very well explains the 
being of fancied objects. But it seems that we cannot 
take ajnana as a subjective fancy. A  subjective fancy 
explains only fancied objects, but the objects of the world 
are not like fancied objects and so they cannot be explain­
ed by a subjective fancy. That the objects of the world 
are not merely fancied can be readily seen from the fact 
that they are possessed of a fixity and an order which 
are foreign to fancied objects. W e cannot make and 
unmake them as we can make and unmake fancied
objects. The subject is always free in its fancy,
but we never feel free in our experience of the
world. W e would like to see many things which
we do not find and many other things are thrust 
upon us from which we would gladly keep away 
if we could. Moreover if everything were fancied, 
there would be no distinction between right knowledge 
and false knowledge and it would undermine all rational 
procedure in thought and conduct.

Besides if ajnana meant mere subjective fancy, there 
would be no ajnana in deep sleep,, as there is no fancy in 
that state; and so everybody would get rid of ajnana and 
realise moksa in sleep, without any effort on his part, 
thus rendering all spiritual discipline, under the guidance 
of a teacher in accordance with scripture, quite un­
necessary.

Since the spiritual ideal is not already attained, it 
means that there is some real positive obstacle in the way 
to be overcome. This positive obstacle is ajnana. This 
is also the ground of all objects. In fact objectless sub­
jectivity, which is one with freedom or spiritual ideal, 
is not realised, because there is the appearance of objects.
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• •  !S6--ttie obstacle, which prevents the realisation of the 
ideal, provides also the ground for the appearance of 
objects.

In false knowledge objects appear when they are 
known and endure so long as they are known. The 
objects of true knowledge exist, when they are not known 
by us, in ajnana or in a state of unknownness. When 
they so exist, they are not merely unknown, because if 
they are simply unknown, we cannot even know that 
they exist. We have already said that the proof of the 
existence of any object is always the knowledge that we 
have of it. So if the objects are to exist as unknown, it 
is necessary that they should be known, as unknown.
And it is contended that when an object is not known, 
it is known as unknown. When we know an object, we 
also apprehend its knownness; but the knownness of an 
object can be apprehended when it is consciously dis­
tinguished from its unknownness. So when we appre­
hend the knownness of an object in knowledge, it implies 
that we were conscious of its being unknown when it 
was not known. But how can an object be known as 
unknown? Is it not a contradiction to speak of one and 
the same object as both known and unknown? The 
answer to this question is that by 'unknown’ we are not 
to understand mere negation of knowledge. When we 
say that an object is known as unknown we only mean 
that it is indeterminately known. It is not known as 
characterised by any attributes but simply indefinitely 
known as being there. This is how things are known to 
exist in ‘unknownness.’ If we did not believe in such 
existence and supposed that things exist only in their 
‘known’ state, i.e ., only when they were known in their



• determinate character, we should be unable to distinguish 
a case of valid knowledge from that of illusion. The 
objects of true knoweldge are distinguished from the 
illusory ones only by the fact that the former exist both 
before and after the occurrence of their knowledge, while 
the latter exist only when they are known in illusion and 
have no existence beyond it. When an illusory object 
is known to be such, we no longer believe in its 
objectivity, but in the case of other objects, even when 
they are not being known, we do not disbelieve in their 
objectivity. This means that although they are not 
known in their determinate character, they are indeter­
minately known as simply being there. We have 
already said that ajnana is the ground of all objectivity. 
And since we believe in objective existence far beyond 
the range of our actual knowledge, we cannot but also 
believe that there must be ajnana beyond individual 
knowledge and existence, to provide ground for 
objective being.

We are required further to posit two kinds of 
ajnana, universal and particular. There is a general 
ajnana which hides Brahma or Reality from our , view 
and shows itself in various forms of worldly existence 
and to which all individuals in their worldly life are 
equally subject' But besides being ignorant of Brahma, 
we are ignorant of particular things of the world and 
in this ignorance we differ from one another. When I 
know an object, another person may not know it. In 
such a case it has to be understood that while my ignor­
ance, veiling the object in question, is removed by my 
knowledge, his ignorance, hiding the same thing from 
his view, is not removed. When 1 see an illusory object.
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anotbef7person may not see i t ; he may see the real object 
which is mistaken by me for another. Here my ignor­
ance hides the real object from my view and shows itself 
in the form of the illusory object, while the other person 
has no ignorance about the object in question. The illu­
sory object here is the product of my ignorance and there­
fore it appears within my experience. Thus we find that 
particular individuals have their particular ignorances 
which explain the facts of their private experience. A ll 
common objects, having relatively independent existence 
outside our individual knowledge, are the products of 
the universal or cosmic ajnana, and all other 
objects which have no such independent existence and 
appear only to particular individuals are the effects of 
their respective particular ajnana.

We have already pointed out that ajnana in every 
case hides some real object from our view and shows 
itself in the form of some other object in the place of the 
real one. The hidden object is relatively the real object 
and the object which is shown forth is only an ajnanic 
form of the same. The illusory object, that 1 see, is 
the product of my ignorance which works with the 
support of the real object present before me. The real 
object is the support of my ajnana and it is also the 
substratum of the illusory object seen in its place.

Brahma is the ultimate reality and it is hidden by 
the cosmic ajnana which brings forth all forms of 
objective existence. Brahma is the support of this 
ajnana and the substratum of all objects which are 
created by it. The different things of the world are the 
different forms in which Brahma appears under the cover 
of ajnana. What we call a table is nothing but Brahma
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determined by ajnana in the form of the table. Brahma 
is thus the substance of everything that we see in the 
world; any particular object is nothing but Brahma 
appearing through ajnana in the form of that object. 
When through our particular ignorance, an illusory 
object is seen in the place of a  real one, what is hidden 
from our view is Brahma determined in the form of that 
object which is the substratum of the illusory object.

Nothing is absolutely unreal. The illusory object 
is less real than the ordinary object which is its substra­
tum ; and the ordinary object is less real than Brahma 
which is the substratum of all objective existence. 
Every experience has its characteristic object which can­
not be altogether unreal, because if it were absolutely 
unreal, it would not be given in experience. Different 
objects have different grades or kinds of reality. So pro­
perly speaking there is no illusion in the sense of an 
experience that presents us with an object which is not 
there. The illusory object is also real, so long as it is there, 
inasmuch as it is created out there by my ignorance, 
and it is called illusory simply in the sense that it is 
removed by my knowledge of the object which is its 
substratum. Thus we see that as all objects are real (in 
their proper grade), ajnana, which is the ground of them 
all, should be taken as no less real.

xS* • ‘SSx " v'".



. II

The Subjective View of Ajnana

The view of ajnana, explained in the last section, 
does not seem to bring out the true significance of the term.
In order to understand the true meaning of ajnana, we 
must view it in relation wth other important ideas of 
advaitism. The Advaita Vedanta is primarily a science 
of freedom (moksasastra), of freedom conceived as the 
ultimate spiritual ideal. This is accepted as the highest 
ideal, because it affords perfect satisfaction; and it can be 
perfectly satisfactory only if it is eternal and changeless.
An ideal which is liable to change and exists only for a 
time cannot be perfectly satisfactory. But an eternal 
and changeless ideal cannot be brought into existence by 
our efforts, seeing that whatever is produced is liable to 
change and decay. The ideal must therefore be an eter­
nally accomplished fact. It must be absolutely real 
because it is the highest ideal.

The ideal is not other than the self. What is other 
than the self cannot be attained unless the self is destroyed.
But an ideal, which would require, in its attainment, the 
annihilation of the self, would be no ideal. Hence the 
ideal should not only be an eternally accomplished fact, 
but it should be also one with our very self.

But if the self is the ideal, and if as ideal, it is 
absolutly real, what accounts for our present condition 
which appears to be anything but ideal? It is precisely 
here that the theory of ignorance comes in. We are in fact 
eternally free but through some unaccountable ignorance, 
we imagine ourselves to be in bondage- It is because 
ignorance alone stands between ourselves and the ideal
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^^^bg^know ledge can be of any avail in realising our end. 
Ignorance thus means nothing but a misconception about 
our true nature. This misconception about the self or 
reality does not bring about a real change in reality, just 
as the misconception of a piece of rope as a snake makes 
no change whatever to the real rope.

Two things must be particularly borne in mind. W e 
should note first that advaitism is essentially a doctrine 
of freedom. It is not primarily interested to give us a  
theory of the universe, calculated merely to satisfy our 
intellectual curiosities regarding the nature and character 
of objective things. It is interested mainly to deliver the 
message of an eternal and absolute freedom, which is 
self-revealing and self-revealed, and lies absolutely bare 
in its self-evidence at the depth of our soul.

W e should note secondly that the means suggested 
for the realisation of this ideal is knowledge and knowledge 
alone. There are other ways of realising the highest 
spiritual ideal, advocated by other schools of thought. 
There are, for instance, the ways of action and devotion. 
But in opposition to these, advaitism advocates know­
ledge, pure and simple. This saving knowledge is not 
evidently the knowledge of objective things and their 
connexions which we ordinarily get from science and 
philosophy. The knowledge, which is required for our 
self-realisation, is the true knowledge of the self as it
really is. . , ,

Our view of ajriana should be in consonance with the
view of the spiritual ideal and the means of its attainment, 
so unequivocally advocated in the Advaita Vedanta. at 
view of ajnana will be clearly wrong which will make the 
present reality of moksa impossible or doubtful, or wi
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require anything but knowledge for its attainment. We 
find that this requirement is satisfied if we take ajnana in 
the very ordinary and easily intelligible sense of mere 
ignorance. The self which is absolutely free and happy 
is through ignorance supposed to be in bondage and suffer­
ing, and it can get rid of its false bondage and suffering 
by knowing that it is really free. We are repeatedly told 
in advaitic literature that ajnana is removed by knowledge 
If this is so, then by ajnana we cannot understand any­
thing but what is meant by ignorance in the commonest 
acceptance of this term.

That ajnana should be taken as ignorance in the 
ordinary sense is clear also from the fact that it has an 
object- A  mere positive entity, which is not of the order 
of knowledge or igijorance, cannot have an object. But 
ignorance in the ordinary sense can have an object. 1 hat 
of which one is ignorant may be said to be the object of 
one’s ignorance.

We should take into our consideration another im­
portant point. Brahma, the ultimate reality, is, according 
to advaitism, pure intelligence, absolutely simple and 
altogether unconnected with anything else. But if reality 
is pure intelligence, what accounts for this unintelligent 
world ? The absolute having no connexion with anything 
else, the world cannot be grounded in it. There is no 
rational connexion between Brahma and the world, as 
there is between a ground and its consequent. 
The absolute cannot create the world out of itself 
or out of any foreign material- For to create,
in whatever way, is to act and to act is to change, 
and so if the absolute (Brahma) were to create 
the world, it would be finite and limited and cease to be



\K:;^bsoJute. W e are told that Brahma joined with ajnana 
produced the world, that, though in itself unrelated with 
anything else, Brahma gets related with the world through 
the mediation of ajnana. The real meaning of this 
statement seems to he that although in truth there has been 
no creation and there is no real connexion between 
Brahma and the world, we suppose in our ignorance that 
the world has been created by Brahma and is related with 
it. In fact there is no world, and what we think to be a 
world, including ourselves in it, is all a false show, 
generated by ignorance. That is to say, in ignorance, we 
think there is a world while in fact there is none.

This simple conception of ajnana as mere 
ignorance may not find favour with many learned 
people. They may object that in advaitic litera­
ture ajnana is invariably spoken of as beginning­
less (anadi) and as something positive in nature (bhava-  
rupa), having the power of veiling (aVarana) and pro- ' 
ducing (Viksepa) things, and constituting the material 
cause (upadana) of the world; and we rannot imagine 
mere ignorance to transform itself materially into the 
form of the world-

They may also say that 1 have reduced advaitism 
to mere subjectivism which has been clearly repudiated 
by Sankara in his criticism of vijnanavada.

It may be further argued that my view of the matter 
leaves no being to the world, whereas in advaitism the 
world is not supposed to be wholly unreal. In fact 
advaitism is so realistic that it grants some reality even 
to illusory objects. To say that the world has no being 
is to say that there can be an appearance of a thing which 
is not there. This is as good as to support asatkhyati
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which Advaitism rejects in favour of anirvacariiya- 
\hyati.

They may further say that since I have reduced 
everything to mere appearance, I have abolished all 
distinctions between right knowledge and wrong know­
ledge, and have thus left no means of explaining our 
experience. Those who think that ajnana is an indeter­
minate entity, which modifies itself into determinate, 
objects of experience and maintains them in being when, 
they are not known by us, offer at least an ex­
planation of experience. But 1 am simply denying all 
experience.

1 shall try to answer these objections one by one.
First, the description ‘beginningless’ may be applicable 
to ignorance also. 1 was ignorant of many things which 
I have now learned. But can 1 or anybody else deter­
mine the date from which my ignorance of those things 
began ? My ignorance of things which 1 never knew and 
do not know is as beginningless as the non-existence of 
an object before it is created (pragabhaVa). Moreover 
ignorance is beginningless in the sense that there 
is nothing objective prior to ignorance. A ll things, 
including time among them, being products of ignorance, 
ignorance must necessarily be thought of as without a 
beginning, i.e. as being no effect of anything else.

Ajnana is no doubt spoken of as positive (bhava - 
rupa). But it is positive only in the sense that it is not 
nothing. Ignorance too is positive in this sense. Our 
ignorance of things, giving, as it does, rise to false con­
ceptions about them, is not mere nothing.

The powers of aVarana and viksepa  may be ascribed 
to ignorance also, in the sense that when there is a mis-
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conception about the true nature of a thing, there is lack 
of knowledge as well as a false idea about it.

As for ajnana being the material cause of the world, 
it should be noted that by ‘material cause’ is meant that 
sort of cause which has the same kind of being as its 
•effect. Earth is the material cause of a  jar, because a 
jar is in substance nothing but earth. Similarly ignor­
ance is the material cause of the world only in the sense 
that the different forms in which the world appears to 
ris are nothing but forms of ignorance. Their reality is 
the reality of ignorance. They are there so long as 
ignorance is there, just as the ghosts are there in 
the trees so long as the child’s false fear about 
them is there.

When Sankara asserts, in refutation of Vijrianavada, 
that external things are not mere ideas, he is not saying 
that either of them is rea l; both of them may be equally 
illusory. The Buddhistic position, criticised by Sankara, 
is that the ideas alone are real and the so-called external 
things are nothing but our ideas. As against this, the 
Advaitic position is that, first, external things are not 
ideas and secondly, neither external things nor ideas are 
re a l; both are unreal and apparent.

When Advaitism maintains anirVacaniyakhyati in 
opposition to asatl^hyati, it merely emphasises the fact 
that in illusion something is seen and it is not mere 
nothing that we see. But it does not mean that there is 
in  fact an indescribable kitid of real existence which we see 
in illusion. When we speak of anything as indescribable 
(anirvacaniya), we simply mean that it is not like a real 
thing which does not disappear, nor like an unreal one 
which does not at all appear. It is in this sense that we
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say that it cannot be described either as real or as unreal.
But we do not mean that there is any existent thing 
which is neither real nor unreal. When a sort of reality 
is granted to illusory objects, the real purpose is not to 
make the illusory also real, but to show that what we 
ordinarily take to be real, is not better than what appears 
in an illusion. We are not to raise the illusory to the 
level of the real, but to understand the essential hollow­
ness, illusoriness or unreality of the so-called real 
things.

As regards the question that our view does away 
with the distinction between right knowledge and 
Wrong knowledge, we have to confess that from 
the Advaitic standpoint all empirical knowledge is false, 
if any knowledge, other than Brahma-knowledge, which 
has no definite content, were true, it would constitute a 
complete refutation of Advaitism. So it is essential for 
Advaitism to maintain that all empirical knowledge is 
false. Still so long as we believe in empirical facts, we 
may have some empirical standard to judge of our know­
ledge of such facts as true or false; and this procedure 
will be valid so long as we are ignorant of true reality, 
just as our judgments of truth and falsity in dream hold 
good so long as the dream lasts. From the viewpoint of 
truth all our empirical judgments are equally false, just 
as from the point of view of waking life, all our dream- 
judgments are equally false.

It should be clearly understood that it is not the pur­
pose of Advaitism to explain the facts of experience in the 
sense of supplying a rational basis for them. If the facts 
of experience, as they are taken to be, had a rational 
basis, they would remain what they are and we too would
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remain bound in their fetters. The mam objective of all 
Advaitic thinking is to reduce the so-called empirical facts 
to no facts; and this prupose would be entirely defeated 
if Advaitism confirmed their facthood by supplying 
a rational basis. The supposed explanation by the theory 
of ajnana is, 1 believe, intended merely for the initial 
satisfaction of those who have not yet emancipated their 
minds from the tyranny of objective facts. But m fact the 
supposed explanation is no explanation at all. The facts 
of experience are supposed to be explained by Brahma 
and ajnana. They cannot be explained by Brahma 
alone. But how are Brahma and ajnana to be 
brought together? You cannot bring together light 
and darkness. If ajnana remains apart from Brahma, 
there will be dualism ; if ajnana becomes one with 
Brahma, Brahma w ill lose its purity and cease to be 
Brahma. So it is evident that the supposed expla­
nation is an illusory one.

Thus we find that the objections against the view 
that ajnana is mere ignorance are not insuperable on the 
basis of Advaitism. W e can go further and say that the 
view of ajnana as real positive entity residing in Brahma 
is really inconsistent with the thesis of Advaitism. If 
there is another entity beside Brahma, there will be no 
real absolute unity which Advaitism seeks to maintain. 
You may say that ajnana is not like Brahma; it is neither 
eternal nor independent as Brahma is. But when there 
is another entity, however short-lived and however 
dependent upon it, the ultimate reality is not an absolute 
unity in any straightforward sense of the term. 1 here 
w ill be unity only in the sense that there is nothing like 
Brahma but not in the sense that there is nothing besides
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Brahma. In this highly Pickwickean sense, absolute unity 
cannot be claimed exclusively by the advaitic absolute 
but it can be shared in common by the Hegelian 
or Ramanujist absolute also.

Moreover if we believe in ajiiana, as a real entity, 
however unlike Brahma, it becomes difficult for us to 
understand how it can ever be removed. It is of course 
said that it is removed by knowledge. But knowledge 
only reveals the nature of things, it can never destroy 
them. It is said that just as our knowledge of an object 
removes the positive ignorance covering that object, so 
our knowledge of Brahma will remove the root-ignorance 
which covers Brahma. But here the first difficulty is 
whether it is possible to have a knowledge of Brahma 
which is like the knowledge of an object (Vrtti-jnana). 
There seems to be no objective mode of knowledge which 
will fit in with the characterless nature of Brahma. 
Secondly even if there is such a knowledge, what is the 
guarantee that it will really destroy the positive entity, 
ajiiana, especially when this knowledge itself is a mode 
of ajnana? If, however, we think of ajiiana as mere 
ignorance, it is perfectly intelligible why it should be 
removed by knowledge.

Ill
The Ultimate Status o f  Ajnana

We have taken ajnana to be mere ignorance and 
the question will naturally arise : ‘To whom does this
ignorance belong?’ It cannot belong to the absolute, 
because it is pure consciousness and as it makes no judg-
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w J l t ' W  , : . .V : ' Jf t ^ i jA n e n t ,  it is not liable to any error or illusion. Ignorance 
cannot belong to individuals also, because they are the 
products of ignorance and cannot therefore be the seat of 
ignorance which must be present before them-

The answer to the question is that ignorance evident­
ly belongs to the person who considers himself to be in 
bondage. The man who labours under a delusion is the 
man who is ignorant. Nobody is in fact in bondage and 
still if we think that we are in bondage, then it is we who 
are ignorant. If our limited individuality were really 
the product of previously existing ignorance, then 
of course we could not be the seat of that ignorance. But 
in fact we are not produced or limited by anything. W e 
have simply the false idea of the world, including our­
selves in it as limited beings, and this is the work of 
ignorance. My individuality consists in my limitedness. 
But although 1 am not really limited, I, in my ignorance, 
consider myself to be so ; this is how 1 am the product 
of m y own ignorance.

We may even say that ignorance belongs to Brabma 
or the absolute. What are we after all ? W e are nothing 
but the absolute itself which is the support and substance 
of everything that is. Ultimately everything has to be 
referred to Brahma and so if ignorance is anything, it 
must rest on Brahma.

But is ignorance anything at a ll?  W e have said 
that we have the false idea of our limitedness and are 
thus the product of our own ignorance. But false ideas 
are possible only for limited beings who can be ignorant. 
When in fact there are no limited beings bow can there 
be any ignorance at a ll?  If in truth I am the absolute 
reality, which is pure knowledge, how is it then possible
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^Sfgrjtfbe to be ignorant also? If the ultimate reality is all 
knowledge, how is it conceivable that there should be 
ignorance anywhere?

We must admit that in truth there is no ignorance.
It is mere ignorance to suppose that there is ignorance- 
The world-appearance is no doubt an illusory show born 
of sheer ignorance; but it would be ignorance again to 
suppose that there is any real ignorance. We are not to 
be led on to an infinite regress by supposing one ignorance 
behind another. We can more reasonably suppose that 
it is one and the same ignorance which appears to be 
there and also produce the illusory appearance of the 
world.

But if ignorance is not really there, there is no reason 
why there should be an appearance of the world. Yes, 
there is no reason why the world should be there. If 
any such reason were there, it would be impossible to 
reject the world as a baseless fiction. We have to under­
stand that the world is r\ot there and cannot be there, and 
still we seem to see it. It is on this account that we call 
it indescribable (anirvacantya). That which cannot 
possibly be and is still seen is called anirvacaniya.

It may be supposed that in saying that there is no 
ajnana, we are going against many advaitist authorities 
who, with many subtle arguments based on perception, 
inference and other sources of knowlege, establish the 
being of ajnana which is present not only in dream and 
waking life but also in sleep, when nothing is seen, and 
persists even in pralaya or dissolution when no worldly 
life exists. In answer to this, we have to point out that 
there is surely ajnana so long as we suppose that there are 
different states of the self as waking, dreaming and
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g, and different states of the world as creaticfrT'"' 

<u.u dissolution. But we should understand that from 
the advaitic standpoint these states are but ignorant 
fancies. The advaitic proof establishes the presence of 
ajnana in all such states, whether of the self or of the 
world, and really means that they are all illusory. The 
purpose of advaitism is not to establish in truth the being 
of ajnana, for that would be blocking the way of our 
liberation- Advaitism has to take us out of ajnana and 
this it can do only by imparting to us the sure knowledge 
that in truth there is no ajnana.

From the ultimate point of view, therefore, there is 
no ajnana and there is no objective apppearance 
also. But perhaps we shall be claiming too much for 
the advaitist if we suppose that he sees no appearance at 
all. But although he may not say in common parlance 
that he does not see any appearance, he believes, if he 
is true; to his faith, that there is no real appearance, and 
with a proper training of his spiritual insight he will see 
and realise that there is and has been no appearance at 
all.

But so long as one is in the realm of Philosophy, one 
cannot deny all appearance. Without appearance there 
is no objectivity, and without objectivity, there is no 
thinking, and without thinking no philosophy is possible.
So even advaita philosophy cannot deny that there is 
some appearance. It will only insist that the appearance 
is mere appearance and, in fact, is not there at all.

It may be noted here that the advaitists do not claim 
to arrive at their conclusion about the nature of ultimate 
reality by a  ratiocinative process. By no amount of 
logical thinking about the facts of experience, you can
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ever come to the conclusion which denies all facts. The 
nature of ultimate reality is revealed by scripture and 
accepted on faith. The revelation may in reality mean 
nothing more than a change in the spiritual out­
look, resulting in a conviction that there is nothing of 
value in objective things, that all peace, light and being 
are from within and cannot be derived from without. 
This conviction sets the task and defines the goal 
of advaitic philosophy-

The main purpose of advaitic philosophy is to guard 
its revealed truth against a ll possible doubts and criticisms 
as well as to demonstrate its possibility to our reason. 
The principal problem is, on the one hand, to show 
whether what in reality is nothing can yet put up 
an appearance and, on the other, to bring to us a clear 
notion of self-evidencing subjectivity as something 
possible and real without the least connexion with any­
thing objective.

By a careful examination of the fact of illusion it 
may be shown that the appearance of what in fact is not 
can and does take place. Every contradiction, which is 
not merely verbal, is a false appearance. It cannot be 
anything in fact, still our thought stumbles against it.

By an examination and analysis of our ordinary 
notion of subjectivity, it may be shown that subjectivity 
does not really involve any objective element.

But when all this is done, what is actually establish­
ed is that the object m ay  b e  a false appearance and the 
subject m ay  b e  really free from all objective encumb­
rances. But so long as the appearance is there, 
its ultimate nothingness, though believed from scriptural 
testimony with the assent of reason, is not fully realised.
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.-The full realisation of the illusory as no fact cornes when 
it ceases to be seen and is not even remembered. W e 
may believe that the subject is absolutely free but we 
do not live and enjoy it so long as it is, or appears to be, 
oppressed by an objective appearance. It is therefore 
incumbent on a real advaitist to cure himself, by some 
spiritual discipline, of the false delusion which makes 
him see an appearance where there is none, and to raise 
thereby his conviction to a vision in which nothing but 
true shines in its purity and immediacy.

Our conclusion then is that in truth ajnana is nothing 
at a ll. For philosophy which is not truth itself, but an 
attempt to make truth rationally intelligible, ajnana is a 
false appearance, which cannot be real because of its in­
consistencies, but is still seen to be there. For common 
sense and science, wedded to objective outlook, ajnana 
may be taken to be the ultimate stuff out of which the 
various forms of worldly existence have been evolved.

IV

The Philosophical Basis of the T heory

A ll philosophical theories, when consistently held, 
are found on examination to depend on certain ultimate 
positions in logic, epistemology and metaphysics- These 
positions work as ultimate convictions whose validity is 
not questioned or doubted by their adherents. They 
cannot directly be proved or disproved but other propo­
sitions are proved or disproved on their basis. In any 
case our understanding of a philosophical theory is bound 
to remain inadequate so long as we have not seen the
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underlying principles on which it is based. I shall there­
fore try in this section to bring out the basic positions 
which seem to support the theory of ajiiana.

It seems that ‘A  is A ’ is the only form of judgment 
that a supporter of the theory of ajiiana can understand 
in logic. That is to say, he believes in pure identity and 
has in his logic no use for what is usually described as 
identity in difference.’ He strongly insists that what is 

different cannot be identical and a thing can never be 
what it is not. This seems to express a self-evident truth 
for him and what goes against it is held by him to be 
quite erroneous.

Even when he says ‘A is B ,' he does not take A and 
B in their literal sense, because literally they stand for 
different things and what is different cannot be identified.
He has to change the meanings of A  and B, so as to make 
the proposition an expression of some underlying identity. 
The relational propositions of modern logic and the pre­
dicative propositions of traditional logic are both equally 
unwelcome to an advaitist. Since his logic does not 
permit relational propositions, he cannot accommodate 
multiplicity and difference in his philosophy, and since 
he does not accept even the predicative form, he cannot 
ascribe any character to his reality. Can he assert any 
proposition, even ‘A  is A ,’ since there must be some 
difference between the first A and the second A ?  The 
proposition surely says something about something and 
this is not intelligible without ideally introducing some 
difference between the subject and the predicate. Hence 
he ultimately rejects all propositional knowledge, but 
there is no doubt that ‘A  is A’ is the nearest approach to 
the expression of undifferenced identity.
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11 is easy to prove the theory of ajnana on th ebasls ’
?  , 18 Principle. The main contention of this theory 
is that the world is false- By ‘the world’ we are to 
understand the world as it is known by us. We cannot 
discuss about any other world. Now this world appears 
to us to consist of things and their qualities. The ideas 
of things and ‘qualities’ are essential to our notion of 
the world. A  world of mere qualities, not owned by any 
t' mgs or a world of mere things having no qualities is 
not and cannot be known by us. But the conception 
of a thing and its quality can arise only when some dis­
tinction has been made between them ; and we are able 
to make this distinction because we think that a thing 
remains the same although its quality changes. If a thing 
appeared and disappeared along with its quality, 
there would be no distinction between them. 
Hence it is necessary that a thing should possess 
variable qualities. That is to say , a thing with 
a particular quality should remain the same even 
when that quality is absent. This is the underlying 
presupposition of the conception of things and qualities, 
and of our ordinary view of the world. But this pre­
supposition cannot be justified. A Pl is never = Ap„, 
where p, and pa stand for different qualities. As A p1 =
A p, is clearly false, because it violates the principle of 
identity, our view of the world which involves this must 
also be false.

We are led to the same conclusion also by a slightly 
different consideration. The world is amenable to our 
thought only by virtue of its possessing certain common 
universal characters- Without these common elements, 
the world w ill not be thought and known. A  common



is that which appears in different contexts w!m- ^ 
' 'o u t  losing its identity. But is it possible? If what is 

here is only here, then we cannot say that what is here is 
also there, i.e. not here. Thus we see that our view of the 
world as pervaded by universal elements, presupposes 
the impossible position of a thing’s being what it is not, 
and hence it must be considered as false.

The main advaitic position in epistemology can be 
summarised in the following three propositions:—

1. Self-evidence is the meaning and criterion of 
truth.

2. Knowledge is the prius of everything else.
3. The subject can never be an object.
1. If we do not accept self-evidence as the meaning 

of truth, we have to suppose that a piece of know­
ledge is true because it satisfies certain conditions 
different from itself or its self-evidence. Here two 
questions arise : first, why should we accept the satisfac­
tion of these conditions as the mark of truth? and, 
secondly, how do we know in any particular case that 
these conditions have been satisfied? As regards the 
first question, we can answer either that the satisfaction 
of these conditions defines truth because of some other 
reason or that it is self-evident that the meaning of truth 
is brought out by the satisfaction of these conditions. We 
cannot follow the first alternative very far and have to fall 
back upon the second alternative at some stage or other.
And this alternative says in substance that a thing is true 
because it is self-evident- As regards the second 
question, it has to be noted that a knowledge cannot be 
taken to be reall- .rue unless the knowledge that
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finow (I) that a particular knowledge is true, we must 
know (2) that it satisfies the conditions necessary for its 
truth. Here we see that the truth of the first knowledge 
is dependent on the truth of the second knowledge, and 
since we have not accepted self-evidence as the criterion 
of truth, the second must depend on a third and so on 
add infinitum. In order to avoid the vicious series, we 
have to accept some knowledge as true because of its self­
evidence. Why should we not then consciously accept 
from the beginning that self-evidence is the meaning and 
the criterion of truth?

If self-evidence alone gives us real truth, then we 
find that all our objective knowledge is infected with 
untruth. Whatever can be doubted is not self-evident 
and there is no object of any experience which cannot be 
doubted. Whatever is given as a content in our
experience can be doubted. Nothing appears in our 
knowledge with the mark of its reality patent on its face. 
But when everything is doubted, is there anything left 
over which is self-evident? Though every object can 
be doubted, knowledge as such is never doubted. It is 
present even in doubting. Thus knowledge comes to be 
regarded as alone true, everything else is other than truth, 
i.e . false.

2. The above position is confirmed by the theory 
that knowledge is the prius of everything else. It is 
ordinarily supposed that the object must already 
be there and the subject which is also conceived in an 
objective way, must also be there, before knowledge can 
arise as a result of their interaction. This idea is utterly 
foreign to advaitic way of thinking. The advaitist insists
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that prior existence of objects, independent of all know­
ledge, can never be established and knowledge can 
never be seen to arise as a result of any objective 
conditions. We prove or disprove other things 
on the basis of knowledge, and there is no means by 
which knowledge may be disproved at any time or place. 
Everything else requires some proof for its being in terms 
of knowledge ; knowledge alone is its own proof. Know­
ledge must be taken as something ultimate and recognised 
as the only instance of absolute being.

We find that objects are given in knowledge. 
Objects outside knowledge cannot be known by us and 
we, have no right to believe in their existence. But 
objects cannot exist even within knowledge, if the objects 

, are not connected with knowledge they will not be 
known. And if they are to be connected with know­
ledge, they must eithfcr be in contact with knokleclge or 
be identified with it. These are the only two ways in 
which we can conceive of a real direct connexion between 
two real entities. But there is no contact between know­
ledge and objectSj because contact is available only 
between two material things and knowledge is not a 
material thing. Nor can knowledge be identified with 
its objects, because knowledge is an intelligent principle 
and objects are quite unintelligent. Thus we see that 
objects cannot exist in knowledge, although they appear 
to be there- They must therefore be an illusory 
appearance.

3. This position might be avoided if we believed 
that the subject can also be an object. If the subject 
could also be an object, then the subject in its self­
evidence would include the object also. W e might then

\• V / '/TH E THEORY OF IGNORANCE IN ADVAITISM V l l i  |



n

suppose that there is a  universal subject whose 
objective aspect is constituted by the visible world. But 
advaitism rules out any such hypothesis. It holds 
rigorously to the view that the subject and the object can 
never be identified, so that whatever can be objectified 
has to be kept apart from the subject. The subject and 
the object are utterly disparate in their nature and being.
If truth and reality belong to the subject, they must be 
denied of the object. The object obviously lacks 
the self-evident character of the subject and cannot there­
fore claim the truth which the subject enjoys. If by 
reality we mean independent reality, then it cannot belong 
to the object, seeing that the object is dependent on the 
subject. It may be objected that if the object is 
dependent on the subject, the subject is no less dependent 
on the object, because there is no subject without an 
object. In answer to this objection, it has to be pointed 
out that pure consciousness, which really constitutes the 
un-objective being of the subject, has in itself no character 
called ‘subjectivity. Its subjectivity appears in relation 
with objects and is consequently as illusory as the objects
themselves. Ultimately there is only pure conscious­
ness, free from the duality of subject and object. Its 
being, in and for itself, absolute and independent, cannot 
be described in terms of any positive character-

Since advaitism regards knowledge as the ultimate 
reality, its metaphysics cannot be sharply distinguished 
from its epistemology. Still certain of its considerations 
concerning being may be treated as metaphysical rather 
than epistemological. • They too are inspired by some 
simple pre-suppositons. We can mention two here : 
first, being never passes into non-being and secondly
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is absolutely simple. The first proposition does 
not simply repeat the logical principle ‘A  is A .’ The 
logical principle expresses our inability to think A  as 
not-A. The metaphysical principle expresses the factual 
impossibility of real being passing out into non-being.
It emphasises the fact that the real can never be made 
unreal. It may be supposed that we always find new 
things produced and old things destroyed in nature. But 
what is actually found is only change of form. Nowhere 
is it found that something has come out from absolute 
nothing or that something, which was real, has become 
absolute nothing. Only a  false appearance can vanish 
but real being can never cease to exist. If being could 
be made and unmade, there would remain no mean­
ing in being.

The second proposition that being is absolutely 
simple is proved by the fact that our idea of being, even 
to the most rigorous examination, does not reveal any, 
constituents which are simpler than itself. Being is never 
a  compound or a complex product of two or more consti­
tuents. If being were to be produced by two or more 
things, those things would have to be either real or unreal 
If they are real, then being is already granted to be there 
without being produced; and if they are unreal, i.e. with­
out any being, then being would come out of nothing 
which is impossible. What is not simple must be a pro­
duct of its constituent elements. As being cannot be a 
product, we have to grant that it is absolutely simple.

Let us now see the consequence of these positions.
Since being is absolutely simple, and it cannot pass into 
non-being, it follows that there is no change in real being.
If being were something consisting of many elements,
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th*n b y  different arrangements of these elements, we 
might maintain change in being without turning it into 
non-being.. But as being is absolutely simple, its change 
cannot mean anything but its turning into non-being 
which is impossible. But in fact we seem to find change 
m the world. 1 his change cannot belong to being as 
such ; it belongs to the different forms in which being 
appears. It is only the forms that change. As being 
cannot change and as there is no form which does not 
change, being as such must be formless. But if being 
is formless, what about the world which appears only in 
some form or other? We clearly see that we cannot 
assign real being to the world.

It may be argued that although being is simple and 
formless, it accepts the determinations of many forms- 
But how are the determining forms related to being ? 
They are either identical with being or different from being 
or both identical with and different from it. If they are 

. different from being, so that being is kept apart from 
them, then they become unreal and being unreal, they 
cannot determine anything. They cannot be identified 
with being, because the unchanging being is never the 
same thing as the changing forms. We cannot also say 
that there is both identity and difference between being 
and forms, because it involves self-contradiction, identity 
and difference being incompatible with each other. W e 
have therefore to conclude that real being is changeless 
and formless. AH forms and change are its illusory 
appearance.

Thus we see that such simple propositions as ‘A  is 
A , the subject is not the object, ‘being never passes into 
non-being etc., which are not generally doubted in
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ordinary thought, inevitably lead, when rigorously main- ‘ 
tained, to the conclusion that the world given as an object 
with changing and various forms is nothing but an illu­
sory appearance. This is exactly what the theory of 
ajnuna seeks to maintain.

In logic we are confronted with the problem 
oi identity and difference. Logic cannot operate without 
identities applied to different contexts. In epistemology 
we have the problem of the relation of knowledge and its 
object. Is the object transcendent to knowledge or 
immanent in it?  If the object is transcendent, then no 
real knowledge seems possible; and if it is immanent, 
then it becomes very difficult to conceive how an object 
with its material characteristics can exist in the medium 
of knowledge. In metaphysics we have the similar diffi­
culty of understanding the relation of one and many. 
There is some marked'unity running through all facts of 
experience and nobody can also deny the infinite diversity 
which characterises them. How are the many to 
be combined with the one ?

The advaitist is persuaded that it is impossible to 
combine identity and difference, knowledge and object, 
one and many, into a real unity. Since they appear 
together and do not admit of real unity, the only possible 
solution, says the advaitist, is the one that is offered by 
the theory of ajnana. What is real is identity, knowledge 
and unity of being ; difference, objectivity and multiplicity 
are its illusory appearances. It is only in this way that 
the combination of incompatible characters can be made 
possible.
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The Difficulties o f the Theory

The theory of ajnana, as has been already indicated, 
is inspired by scriptural revelation and is to be 
ultimately validated by actual realisation in which 
there is no sense or appearance of duality. But 
philosophy cannot profitably utilise such non-intellectual 
sources of knowledge for the solution of its difficulties. 
Revelation may be false, since the faithful in all religions 
claim the support of revelation in behalf of their divergent 
faiths, and it is certain that all of them cannot be true; 
and it is impossible to decide which of them is true, merely 
on the basis of revelation. The so-called realisation is 
an individual experience which cannot be relied on unless 
supported by evident reasons. If a man gets into 
a trance in which he is not aware of any objectivity or 
duality, that w ill not decide, for philosophy at least, 
whether in fact there is any duality or objectivity. If 
Philosophy is to accept any theory, it w ill have to be 
supported by reason. Are there sufficient reasons in 
favour of the theory of ajnana? We have already given 
some reasons which go to support this theory. In this 
section we shall try to bring out certain difficulties which 
a student of Philosophy is most likely to feel in under­
standing and appreciating this theory.

The theory says that the world of objects is an 
illusory appearance• It is very difficult to give any direct 
positive proof of this theory. The objects certainly 
appear in knowledge. The question is whether they 
actually exist where they are seen to appear. It may be 
granted that, as we are acquainted merely with the
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ance of objects in knowledge, and as we have no 
access to the being of objects (as enjoyed by them), we 
have no ground to assert that objects do exist. But 
although I may have no ground to assert that they exist 
and may not know whether they exist, I am not justified 
in saying that they do not exist. Not to know whether 
a thing exists is not the same thing as to know that it does 
not exist. When I reject the proposition that I have any 
ground to assert that things exist, 1 do not thereby reject 
the proposition that things exist, for the two propositions 
speak of very different things; one proposition speaks of 
my having any ground for making a certain assertion 
and the other speaks of the existence of things. When 
I am made to say that 1 do not know that things exist, I 
am not compelled to say that 1 know that they do not 
exist. And unless I know that things have no- existence,
I cannot say that they are an illusory appearance.

It may be supposed that there are at least two proofs 
for this theory. First, we all have the experience of illusion, 
and the object of so-called oridnary experience is given 
in the same way as the object of illusory experience. 
Therefore it is not unreasonable to suppose that all 
experience is equally illusory. Secondly we find that the 
concepts, in terms of which we think of objective exist­
ence, e.g. the conecpts of substance, causality, relation, 
etc., are all riddled with contradiction; and since there is 
no contradiction in real existence, the existence grasped 
through such contradictory notions must be illusory.

Both these arguments appear to be faulty. Let us 
consider the first argument. W e know an objective 
experience to be illusory only on the basis of some other 
objective experience which we take to be true. The
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distinctiovi between illusory experience and valid
experience is essential to our understanding of any 
experience as illusory. When this distinction is the basis 
of the argument, it cannot validly lead to the conclusion 
that a ll experience is illusory, a conclusion which clearly 
obliterates this distinction. If the conclusion is right, 
then the basis of the argument must be wrong, and we 
cannot have a  valid argument on a wrong basis. And 
if the basis is right, then the conclusion must be wrong, 
which goes against it. Therefore the whole argument 
must be a fallacious one. In fact an argument which 
denies in its conclusion all that is presupposed in 
its premises is no argument at all. W e can very easily 
see the fallacy if we put the argument in a  logical form.
Put in a logical form the argument w ill stand thus: 
Illusory experience is objective and ordinary experience is 
objective ; therefore ordinary experience is illusory. The 
argument may be put in some other form, but in any case 
we shall find that there is either the fallacy of undistribut­
ed middle or that of illicit minor. Put very briefly the 
argument says in substance that because some know­
ledge is false, therefore all knowledge is false; and this 
appears rather absurd. It may be conceded that when 
we know some knowledge to be false, we may have a  
suspicion that all knowledge is false- But a  su sp i c io n  
that all knowledge may be false is very different from the 
positive c o n c lu s i on  that all knowledge is false. And this 
conclusion appears to be unwarrantable.

When we recognise a  particular experience to be illu­
sory, what we deny is the presence of the object seen at 
the place where it appears. What we do not deny is the 
presence of some other object in its place or the presence
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Tf the same object at some other place. So even when 
we recognise the whole world-appearance to be illusory, 
we cannot deny all objective existence. What we deny 
is the validity of the present appearance of the world. 
We do not and cannot thereby come to the conclusion that 
there is no object whatever in its place.

Even if we somehow suppose that there are 
no external objects, we do not reach the position which 
the theory of ajnana demands. We have to deny not 
only the external objects but also the internal states of the 
mind. That is to say, we have to see not only that the 
object seen is not there but also that there is no seeing of 
it. This seems quite impossible. An objective ex­
perience may be quite illusory in the sense that the object 
of experience, as experienced, does not exist. The being 
of the object is not one with our experience of it, and 
so though our experience may be there, the object may 
not be there, and our experience may turn out to 
be illusory. But the being of a subjective state is one with 
our being aware of it. Therefore it is impossible to 
suppose that a  subjective state may be absent even when 
1 am aware of it. Even when we realise that our percep­
tion of an object was illusory, we merely deny the 
existence of the object perceived, we never deny our sub­
jective perception of it. If the perception itself were not 
there, there would be nothing to be described as illusory. 
Thus we find that the immediate subjective states are 
never illusory. If they are not illusory, then the theory 
of ajnana is not completely established.

Fuming to the second argument we have to point out 
that our ordinary ideas of objective existence are not found 
to be infected with self-contradiction by all intelligent
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‘ -N . .„persons. So when, we find self-contradiction in them, 
it need not necessarily mean that they are false; it may 
only mean that our analysis of them has been defective. 
Even when we are sure that there has been no mistake in 
our analysis and contradiction is still there, we are not 
called upon to deny objective existence as such, but to 
formulate other categories which will be adequate to the 
expression of such existence. One can never reasonably 
argue that because our ordinary notions of objective 
existence are defective, there is no objective existence or 
that no ideas can ever be formed which w ill be free from 
the defects in question.

It may be supposed that although there is no clear 
positive proof for this theory, it explains the facts of ex­
perience better than any other theory and is there- 

• fore most likely to be true.
We have already pointed out that the theory 

of ajnana cannot claim to explain any facts of experience. 
It is not one of the many theories that can be propounded 
to explain experience. It is the denial of all possible 
theories that seek to explain the facts of experience- Any 
metaphysical theory that w ill explain such facts must 
show how they are connected with reality. Such a theory 
w ill substantiate the facts and will not deny them. The 
theory of ajnana, on the other hand, purports to show 
that reality has no connexion with the facts of experience, 
and these facts in reality are no facts at all. 1 his theory 
w ill be justified if it can be shown that all possible expla­
nations of the facts of experience are wrong. But althougn 
the current theories may be wrong, one can never be 
reasonably sure that no theory is going to be right. There 
is no limit to human ingenuity. We can never exhaus-
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t,veIy know w^a,t theories are possible with regard to the 
facts of experie nce, and so it is impossible to decide at 
any time that a ll possible theories have been judged and 
found wanting . Thus the proof of the theory of ajnana 
by a disproof pf all other possible theories is not possible. 
Moreover so 'iong as we are confronted with the appear­
ance of facts, we have not the slightest reason to prefer a 
theory whicl;i simply denies the fact to any other theory 
which, however inadequately, makes an attempt to give 
a rational explanation of these facts.

We ha ve so far seen that there is no reason to believe 
that the theory of ajnana is undoubtedly true. Is there 

, any reason to think that it is positively false? It some­
times so happens that although a theory cannot be proved 
to be right, it cannot also be proved to be wrong, We 
shall now consider whether there is any reason which 
goes- positively againstvthis theory.

We saw in section 3 that ajngna is nothing. When 
the ultimate reality is pure knowledge, there is no place 
for ajnana or ignorance anywhere in reality. But when 
there is no ajnana, how can there be any objective 
appearance at all ? We are then required to say that there 
is m fact no objective appearance. It will not do simply 
to say that in fact there is no objective appearance but we 
falsely imagine one to be there, for in that case false 
imagining at least will have to be granted which will be 
inconsistent with the non-being of ajnana- When the 
theory of ajnana is consistently maintained, it leads to. 
the position that there is even no false appearance. But. 
if there is no false appearance, the theory of ajnana will 
have no meaning; in fact it will not be there at all.

Thus our difficulties here are twofold. First, when
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N !^ :w fSre  seeing an appearance, the theory of ajnana, which 
implies that there is no appearance at all, cannot but 
appear false. However wrong-headedly we may 
imagine an appearance which is not there, our wrong- 
beaded imagination is a complete refutation, of the theory. 
Secondly, if there is no appearance, the theory is not 
needed to declare its falsity. And besides when appear­
ance is denied, the theory, which is part of appearance, 
is also denied. Thus it appears that the theory is killed 
by its own inherent self-contradiction.

It may be supposed that ultimately there is 
no appearance and the theory itself is not there ; but so 
long as we are ignorant, the appearance is there and the 
theory is needed. When we see the truth, there is no 
appearance and there is no theory.

But the ultimate state of things is not something yet 
to come about. It is ever present, and the question is 
whether it can ever allow the appearance of anything at 
a ll. When in reality there is no ignorance and there are 
no individuals, it is impossible that there should be any 
appearance. The ultimate reality is pure knowledge and 
not knowledge of things. It does not see appearances; 
it is purely and merely seeing. There is absolutely 
nothing in reality, according to this theory, that can either 
see an appearance or be seen as an appearance'

It is evident that our difficulty w ill not be solved 
by the supposition that the appearances are like dream- 
appearances which seem real in dream but are not so in 
fact. There is no inherent impossibility in the idea of 
seeing dreams when we grant that men pass through 
different states. B.ut it is utterly impossible for Brahma, 
which i3 pure light and does not pass through states, to
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ippearance. Moreover just as we cannot judge in 

dream that the appearances, we then see, are false, we 
cannot also judge, while we are seeing appearances, that 
there are no appearances at all.

The theory in the last analysis must deny all 
objectivity and in so doing it must deny all thinking. For 
there can be no thinking without objectivity. This being 
so, this theory cannot even be asserted, far less accepted, 
by thought. It is impossible thinkingly to know that 
thinking as such is illusory or erroneous. The verdict of 
thought that it is erroneous appears as self-contradictory 
as the declaration of a man that he is dumb. From this 
point of view the plea that thought may know its own 
limitation seems quite unacceptable.

We thus find that the theory of ajnana, which must 
needs deny all objectivity and appearance, cannot be veri­
fied in experience or validated by thought. Every step 
in our thought and experience is a direct contradiction 
of this theory. In fact the contradictions, which the 
advaitist finds in other philosophical theories, are neither 
met nor avoided by him. They are simply summed up 
in a more pronounced form in his theory of ajnana.

But, for advaitism, philosophy is not the last word 
in the matter of truth. In fact the advaitic truth is not 
realised by mere philosophising and cannot be expressed 
in the form of a philosophical theory- It is realised in 
direct intuition. So in saying that the theory of ajnana 
seems philosophically untenable, I am merely asserting, 
from the advaitic point of view, that truth cannot 
be found in the realm of untruth, a perfectly innocuous 
proposition which leaves the advaitic position quite un­
affected. If people are blessed with a mystic vision in 

8



i  !' £ ■ ' . i ;  '4 Twhich there is no appearance of objectivity and a ll
memory of past experience lapses for ever and if the 
vision or intuition comes with the compelling conviction 
that it is the truth and reality, then all our philosophical 
difficulties can do nothing to it. For, in the first place, 
nothing is more convincing than immediate personal ex­
perience and, secondly, our philosophical difficulties 
simply cannot exist for such mystic consciousness. 
Those who have a  leaning towards mysticism and believe 
in the reality and truth of mystic intuition, may very well 
imagine that their present experience, characterised by 
objectivity and multiplicity, has no substance of truth in 
it. The theory of ajnana thus does not express an actually 
experienced fact or a truth that can be logically thought. 
It expresses a faith and a demand which necessarily 
accompany a  certain spiritual outlook. The faith is that 
the apparent is nought, although it is not yet realised to 
be such, and the demand is that it should be so realised. 
The faith and the demand cannot, from the nature of the 
case, be justified and fulfilled in secular life and thought. 
The justification and fulfilment can come, if at all, only 
from a spiritual illumination in which all objective 
appearance w ill finally and totally disappear.
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1

Nature of t h e  Inquiry

An enquiry about Ajnana—Ignorance—must appear 
queer and, in any case, barren. The least tbat is de­
manded of any topic of enquiry is that it should be an 
actual or possible object of thought. I am ignorant of 
what is happening in Timbuktu; by this I mean merely 
that if I chose to interest myself in the happenings there, 
it should be possible for me to know them through one 
or the other source of knowledge available to us. The 
truly unknowable, however, is not an object of thought; 
it cannot be described or characterised, but is merely 
representable by symbols e .g . by words. The un­
knowable is not a theme of investigation. Ignorance, to 
escape a similar predicament, must be a knowable, .an 
object of thought. Itself an object beside many others, 
it cannot have any other as its object; it is impro­
per to speak, then, as being ignorant o f  something. 
What is more befitting than to dismiss the subject with 
a few apologetic remarks about the deplorable limitation 
of human thought and its tendency to mislead? A less 
fruitful topic for investigation can’ hardly be chosen.

Precisely the same considerations might be urged 
against those philosophers who have made it their special 
concern to investigate ‘knowing’ . Knowing though 
not an object of thought is still claimed as a prof r subject 
of enquiry; pr ima fa c ie ,  no insurmountable Sections 
need be raised against ignorance. It is but the reverse
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of itnowledge. Though not an object, knowing is still 
an indubitable fact of experience; it cannot be denied 
without palpable contradiction. The same m ay be said 
about ignorance.

It is not necessary for us to go elsewhere in search 
of A jiiana. That 1 have undertaken this inquiry is a  
sufficient proof that i am ignorant of reality, that 1 am 
not in possession of a  knowledge of the re a l; that is to 
be achieved by the present investigation. It m ay be that 
I have, as a  matter of fact, an adequate knowledge of 
the rea l; but I am ignorant of such a  possession. The 
result of this enquiry may well turn out to be the dragging 
out of this knowledge from its dark recesses to set it in 
the foreground of consciousness. The assumptions of 
the existence of a Reality and its knowability are sure to 
offend a zealous critic. Like the Sophist Gorgias, he may 
very ably prove that there is no Being, no Reality, and 
that it is unknowable, even if any being were accepted.
The merits of such contentions apart, it is readily seen 
that the non-existence of any reality and its unknowability 
are not evident to us as they should be. Some ignor­
ance or other is thus presupposed by all investigation.
At the worst, I may be painfully disillusioned about my 
capacity to know the real. If this turns out to be the 
proper result of our enquiry, why should we refuse to 
accept it?  We are not out to establish a pre-conceived 
theory; nor are we particularly solicitous to accept the 
.verdict of common-sense. ,

Two things seem to have emerged so f a r : there is 
some ignorance, and it is absolutely destroyed. The 
first has saved our enquiry from being chimerical; there 
is at least myself who is ignorant of one of the things
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^^LS&Sady mentioned. The second gives promise that the 
investigation will prove fruitful.

Any new knowledge partially replaces, but does not
, wholly destroy the old; there is completion but no 

supplantation. This accords well with the doctrine that 
nothing is absolutely false or unreal. Plausibility, how­
ever, arises entirely out of the expression ‘part‘ally real’ .
It means either partly or incompletely, inchoately real. 
The gold-ore is partly gold, as some parts only are of 
sterling metal. Likewise, only some part of the previous 
knowledge is retained, while others are totally rejected. 
In the other case, an indefinite or imperfect concept yields 
place to a definite and more perfect one; here not even a 
part is retained—the two concepts being qualitative­
ly  different. Both of them cannot exist side by side; 
the emergence of the new and perfect concept is incom­
patible without the ^abolition of the other. Else, the 
person—the Hegelian—who holds the hypothesis ‘that 
nothing is absolutely destroyed’ should tolerate the 
opposed statement ‘that something is absolutely destroy­
ed’ . To him both statements must be equally valid. 
By considering it so, he shall have nothing to maintain; 
Kis contention is nothing if it is not meant to contradict 
the other view that ‘something is utterly unreal’ . The 
Hegelian intends by his contention to reject entirely the 
thesis of the opponent; yet he would persist in maintain­
ing that nothing is utterly false—a serious discrepancy 
between his profession and his practice. Resort will be 
had to equivocation by saying that The thesis of 
the opponent too contains an element of truth and so on. 
But the persistent question is which part is true and which 
is not. This is to begin the story over again.
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the rise of any knowledge, the absence of it 

before ceases to be a  fact—this is but a truism. The 
mutual incompatibility of knowledge and ignorance is 
explicable, it is possible to hold, even if the latter were 
nothing more than mere privation of knowledge. This 
position might be acceptable, if in starting with this 
adventure in knowledge we started with a void behind us.
It is not that we have made no judgments about Reality 
ere now ; nor our attitude has been that of an impartial 
spectator. Aloofness or criticism is a learned and, very 
often, a  difficult pose; it is born mostly out of the warring 
of opposed beliefs. When I see a thing, my heart 
is engaged fortwith. I do not hesitate, but take it to be 
real, and 1 proceed on that instinctive belief. On no 
other supposition can we explain the drive and the truth- 
claim of beliefs, illusions and dreams. To deny all this 
would be to ignore the most familiar and massive con­
victions. When the man in the street wends his w ay 
to the workshop day by day, eagerly discusses the latest 
news with his neighbours and makes provision for his 
fam ily, he has a world-view, a  metaphysics, whether he 
is conscious of it or not. His metaphysics may not be 
anything out of the ordinary; perhaps it is held in 
common by nine out of the ten persons that he meets. It 
does not on that account cease to be a metaphysical 
theory; for has he not judged about Reality ? Descend 
as low as we can, we shall always find a  set of beliefs 
held more or less coherently. At no time are they 
absent. Any knowledge emerges with such a world­
view in the background, and receives its orientation 
through it. If the sceptic cannot find some beliefs in 
himself before he exercised his critical faculty, he w ill
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never find them ; nor can any one find them for him. W e  

's h a ll,  however, take occasion to point out that he cannot 
be in a position to deny or doubt them even. Some 
datum is always presupposed before the conscious 
exercise of reason. It might be supposed that any 
conscious metaphysical enquiry will and should certify, 
rather than rectify, our beliefs—our implicit and 
unconscious metaphysics. This attitude is anything but 
philosophical. No enquiry, in that case, need be begun. 
If it is meant to supplement and complete existing beliefs, 
it is doubtful whether there shall be no change in our 
world-view consequent on the incoming of other beliefs. 
It is not a fact that we know where to accommodate the 
incoming beliefs without shuffling the old ones; this 
would mean that we know thoroughly what is to come. 
Any recourse to partial change etc. w ill lead us into 
difficulties already considered. The very least that any 
conscious employment of reason demands is that there 
shall be some change in our present world-view. There 
is thus a qualitative difference between knowledge and 
belief—the former being the self-conscious employment 
of reason through some avenues open to u s ; the latter is 
what is held implicity with little or no conscious justi­
fication. The difference is analogous to the distinction 
which Johnson in his L og i c  makes between the 
Proposition and the Judgment. The proposition is the 
assertum of which the judgments are so many conscious 
attitudes. Or, as he says :

“ It would thus be more natural to speak of passing 
judgment upon a proposition proposed in thought than
to identify judgment as such with the proposition..............
There will thus be many fundamental attributes that

r  / ° NATURE of the inquiry



, r \

' "must’ be predicated of the judgment upon a proposition 
different from, and often diametrically opposed to, those 
attributes that are to be predicated of the proposi­
tion itself” .*

An enquiry into a state prior to a conscious attitude 
is attended with peculiar difficulties. By a conscious 
employment of reason alone can we investigate any 
matter; but then we are not left with any beliefs. Only 
the transition of one state into the other is open to us. 
And from this we have to presume and to hypo­
thesise. Our conclusions, therefore, are hypothetical. 
Though undemonstrable, they claim, as a  critique of 
experience, a  deeper certainty and universality than the 
empirical. The Kantian Critique into the a priori factors 
of knowledge admittedly adopts such a hypothetical pro­
cedure. The only evidence that we can reasonably 
expect in such a situation is the showing that without such 
and such suppositions known facts cannot be explained; 
and that all other suppositions fail to do so. In adducing 
evidence for Ajriana we shall unreservedly be having 
recourse to such a procedure.

We have indicated a  legitimate and fruitful field of 
enquiry. Ignorance is not a particular object or the 
absence of knowledge; it should be identified with belief, 
with a  state preceding, but terminated by, any conscious 
employment of reason. An enquiry about Ajnana is 
therefore an investigation into the a priori conditions of 
experience. Such a thesis requires to he elaborated and

* Logie, vol. I, p . 2.
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justified. A  general and comprehensive theory has to 
be formulated.

R eference .—-The "text” for the above section is the conception of Ignorance, 

universally held in Vedanta, as a positive (bhava) beginningless 

entity destroyed by Knowledge.

Cf. Citsuk.h.1 , p. 57 :

“ Anadi bhavarupam yad vijnanena viliyate, .

Tad ajnanamiti prajna laksanam sampracaksate” .

Also A doaitasiddhi, p. 544.

W
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2
Theory of Illusion

Ajnana was defined, in relation to knowledge, as 
belief that is cancelled by right cognition. More intrinsi­
cally, it is the material cause, the stuff of which illusions 
are made (bhram opadana ). This would entail on us, 
therefore, considerations about the nature of illusion and 
its cause. Vedanta which declares the world illusory 
knows but two ultimates—Brahman and Ajnana. 
Neither is to be known directly by any empirical means 
of knowledge, but by the implication of experience. Any 
instance of illusion, as the stock-examples of Vedanta, 
‘rope-snake’ and nacre-silver’ , w ill unmistakably reveal 
Ignorance as its material. But for such instances, a  
theory of world-illusion could hardly have been suggested 
even as a  possibility. An analysis of accepted cases of 
error should be undertaken in the interests of a general 
theory. And the chances of arriving at it, inducing it, 
are favourable if representative cases be chosen.

Illusions* are m any and varied. The most obvious 
and undisputed instances are dreams and hallucinations.
The distinction between the latter and illusions proper is 
not well-marked and is very often arbitrarily applied, 
though there is a certain unanimity regarding the meaning 
of the terms. ‘Illusions are those' false perceptions in 
which impressions made on the sense-organs p lay  a lead-

* "Illusion" is here used in a very w ide sense to denote ail cases of 
error-perceptual or otherwise,— including dream s and hallucinations, and 

also in a m ore restricted sense to cover cases of misperception only.
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in determining the character of the percept’ , e,g .,
'"the rope-snake’ , ‘nacre-silver’ etc. “ In hallucinations 
such impression is lacking or plays but a subsidiary part 
and has no obvious relation to the character of the false 
percept.” It is not uncommon for persons to have 
distinctly heard themselves called by name when none 
was near b y ; visual hallucinations, e .g ., the confronting 
of a human figure etc., are notorious, and probably form 
the basis of ‘ghosts’ . Following ■Vedanta, we shall 
consider the rope-snake and others as typical cases of 
illusion. In these, no stable medium (upadhi) is
necessary to produce the illusory appearances; and when 
the rope is seen, the ‘snake’ vanishes for good. Other 
types of illusions are conditioned by some media, for 
instance, the mirror in producing the reflected image; 
the appearances there continue to be perceived even after 
their real character is known. Such, for instance, are the 
optical illusions of reflection and refraction, colour- 
illusions, illusions of size, distance etc. imperceptibly 
leading to what we usually consider as veridical 
perceptions.* Closer scrutiny w ill hardly justify the 
claims of most of these perceptions to be ‘normal’ ; sub­
jectivity is involved, to a very surprising extent, in the 
make-up of these normal perceptions. The ‘normality’ 
would seem to consist in the appearances being common 
to many percipients and in their persistence even after the

* Recent theories about “ sensa” generally discuss such phenomena.
Some philosophers advance the production-hypothesis to explain them ; 
others advocate the selective theory. Cf. Broad’s Scientific Thought,
Part 11, last chapters; Prof. Kemp Smith’s Prolegom ena to an  idealist 
T heory of K now ledge, chap. V , and Prof. Alexander's S p ace  Tim e, 
voI. II, pp. 183 ff.
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of affairs is known, unlike the ‘rope-snake.’ Tne 
'^reflection of my face in the mirror does not vanish though 

1 know it as an im age; bent stick does not get straight­
ened inspite of my acquaintance with the laws of refrac­
tion. Such illusions are technically called sopadhika, in 
contrast to those which are not conditioned by any stable 
medium, nirupadhika. It will be found that the world- 
illusion is more akin to the former.

The above types are perceptual; we see elephants 
in dream s; the ‘rope-snake’ confronts us as an actual 
presentation; the reflected image is as much a visual 
object as the original face itself. There are non-percep- 
tual illusions too. And to this category must belong a ll 
wrong opinions, ’convictions’ , faiths etc. These are by 
far the most massive and stubborn facts that constitute 
the main-spring of all action. What is common to all 
these varieties is that they ostensibly seem to give correct 
information and to acquaint us with real entities; later 
and closer scrutiny fails to validate their claim.

Our aim, in enumerating them, is not so much to 
classify illusions exhaustively as to get at the generic 
character exhibited in all of them. Exclusive attention 
to one type may result in our mistaking some specific 
characters present in that alone as applying to all equally.
A  consideration of several types guards effectively against 
any hasty and narrow generalisation.

The trend and interest of our enquiry into illusions 
is neither physical, nor psychological even. A  conscious 
experience does not get explained when some unconscious 
question-begging entiles or states are posited as condi­
tions. The physical or physiological conditions are not 
Self-evident, and are certainly more remote from



than the illusion itself. A tracing of the 
history of ideas leaves just where we were. Only an 
enquiry which avowedly essays to explain illusion 
in terms of experience and to adjudge its cognitive value 
and status can claim to be of any metaphysical interest.

As Ignorance lias been defined as the cause of illu­
sions, the issues that can be raised a re :

I. What is the essence of an illusion?
II. Has it any cause? and

III. What is the ontological status of the illusory 
object? it is convenient to consider the first and the last 
issues together.

I. (a) Illusion, as conceived by Vedanta, is an identi­
fication (adhyasa , adhydropa) of the unreal with the real 
(satydnrta rnithuniJiaranam).

(h) The identification is mutual (itaretara), It is 
inconceivable, if one term held aloof and were known 
separately. Though mutual, there is a vital difference 
between the identification of the unreal with the real and 
vice versa. The unreal is by its very nature (svarupatdh) 
super-imposed on the rea l; it does not exist even where 
it is supposed to do so. In contrast to this, only the 
relatedness (samsarga) of the real with the unreal is false.

(c) The identification itself is false, unreal—rnithya. 
Identification is the only relation that can subsist between 
the real and the unreal; the latter can confront us only 
by appearing as the real. The appearance of the unreal 
and its identification with the real are but one and the 
same fact. The unreality of the relation is a  necessary 
implication of the unreality of one of the relata and vice 
versa. No real relation can subsist between the real and
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■ A c unreal. The unreal,* to define it tentatively, is ‘that

which is not to be found where it is presumed to exist , 
or ‘that which is cancelled, contradicted in experience . 
The experience of cancellation (badha) carries with it a 
convincing certainty. Exactly opposite is the rea l; it is 
not only what is hitherto uncontradicted, but is the 
uncontradictable.

A  consideration of some of the opposed theories 
aboutf the nature of error might be helpful in bringing 
out the significance of the Vedantic contention. To assert 
that illusion is a  wrong identification of the unreal with the 
real is to mean that it is analysable; every illusion, must 
have a dual character, though initially it appears simple 
and unitary. Discrimination, analysis (viveka) is 
necessary to realise its composite nature.

(i) Error, to hold a diametrically opposite view, is an 
unanalysable surd, a hard fact; it is not an identification 
of the unreal with the real or Vice versa. This process 
has to stop somewhere with the analysis into the real and 
the unreal ; why not do so before? Our analysis, how­
ever, has this merit of showing that the unreal depends 
for its very existence on the rea l; and it is the real that 
serves as the basis for the illusion. On the hypothesis

* It may be expedient to restrict the use o f the term ‘unreal’ to the 
utterly non-existent (asat) signified by such symbols as ‘.square-circle 
‘son of a barren woman' etc., and the term ‘Illusory’ should be used 
for the false appearance. This distinction, however, will be made.

f  It is universal with the Vedantic writers to discuss and criticise the 
different Theories of Error iK hyali-ttadas) advocated by the several systems. 
O nly four theories—the A sat Khyati, Akhyati (non-apprehension of 
difference), Anyafhakhyati and A tm akhyati-are noticed here. See 
A d c a itm M h i, pp. 645 ff; Citsufehi, pp. 61 f f ; KiMranu, pp. 26 ff; and 

B ham ati, pp. 25 ff.

' Go$ X  . '



Jjp lj (Sr
L  X Iq S  / • /  THEORY OF IJjlTJSTON ' ^ 1  I  i

that error is unanalysable, both the real and the unreal 
would have to be conceived as indefinable co-ordinates.
'There is thus no point in calling one real and the other 

•unreal. Both or neither of them shall have to be con­
ceived as self-evident. In either case no distinction can 
be made between them. The difference might be 
supposed to consist in a qualitative mode, akin to that 
holding between ‘red’ and ‘green’ . A  qualitative 
difference of this kind, however, favours only distinction, 
and does not serve as a ground for the rejection of the 
one or the other. On the Vedantic contention, the unreal 
is intelligible as that which is dependent on the real for 
its existence, for its appearance even. There is thus no 
illusion without the unreal appearance and the real 
substratum (adhisthana).* Even the seemingly unitary 
T , the Ego, which is considered as the first illusion is, 
on analysis, found to bfe dual. It is constituted of the 
object and the subject (idam anidatn rupacaitanya).

(ii) Identification is but a positivistic way of 
expressing the non-apprehension of the distinctness of 
separate entities cognised. The function of the mind is 
not to identify things that are separate; it is confined to 
selecting them. In the ‘This is silver’ the ‘thisness’ 
alone of the shell is picked up, while memory revives the 
sliver previously experienced. The two knowledges 
—Perception and Memory in the example chosen, are 
different, and so are their objects ; neither of them is false.
When the conch-shell is seen yellow, the yellow-

* The Madhyamikas or Sunyavadins are invariably represented as 
advocating the theory that illusions occur without any reality as basis 
{nirdhi&thana-bhrama).

9



1 ‘ .
ness pertains to the jaundiced eye, but the form and size 
of the percept belong to the conch-shell. The distinc­
tion between the two acts of knowledge—two Percep­
tions in the second example—as well as the difference in 
their respective objects is not experienced. There is no 
super-imposition of one object of knowledge upon 
another, but merely a selection. This is the only way 
open to a Realist intent on safeguarding objects from 
being considered in any sense mind-dependent. As 
Alexander very precisely states i t : ‘ ‘This leads us to a
final point” , says he, after pointing out that the relation 
of mind and object is one of compresence of two entities 
of dissimilar order, ‘ ‘which is of great importance. The 
plant selects from the so il; but the phosphates are already 
there, and it does not make them. Mind is equally a 
reaction to external things, and what it selects for its 
objects is present in the thing or in some other part of 
the universe” * His explanation of illusion is in con­
formity with the selective function assigned to the mind. 
‘ ‘It will, then, I think” , says he, “ appear that real 
appearances are indeed selected by the subject but are 
really contained in the th ing ; that mere appearances arise 
from the failure to separate the thing from other things 
with which it is combined as apprehended; while illusory 
appearances arise from the introduction by the mind of 
new objects into the thing or, what in certain cases comes 
under the same heading, the omission of objects which 
belong to it” .f

A  sense of unreality haunts us in these endeavours

* Space, T im e &  D eity, vol. II, p. 105.
t  I b i d vol. II, p. 186.
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^ % j^ r n d  of illusion. It is denied that identification is a 
conscious fact of experience; it is not even a datum; 
and yet attempts are made to analyse it away into distinct 
acts of knowledge having two real objects. 1 he very 
least that is required for the possibility of such an analysis 
—the question of its validity apart—is that the identifica­
tion, the illusion should be taken as a datum, as a pro­
position to start with. What appeared as an indivis.ble 
unitary object is, after analysis, found to be dual, com­
posite. If nothing appeared, the analysis is chimerical. 
Moreover, if the analysis is to be valid, it must be affirm­
ed that the elements—the two knowledges and their 
respective objects—are together identical with the illu­
sion, with the apparently unitary object. 1 his identity, 
however, cannot but remain for ever a matter of belief; it 
is not a  given fact. One can always question the ident fi- 
cation of a complex entity with two or more simple things 
in isolation. Thus, a relation of identification—an unprov- 
able identity should be so termed—is posited by him who 
vehemently denies that identification is a fact of 
experience. If this were not accepted, we should have 
to forego all relations; for, to say that two or more things 
are related is to be able to assert that what can exist apart 
from this particular collocation are now together. Other­
wise, the distinction of the relational whole into two or 
more terms is quite illegitimate. A ll relations rest on 
the position of identity between terms in  isolation and 
the same in combination. If terms in isolation were 
different from those in combination or vice Versa, it is a 
misnomer to call the combination a  combination sustain­
ed by those terms. It should be treated as a unique fact.

(m) To avoid all these, let us accept identification

\ (l | ^  ) */ THEORY o r  IliUJSXON VfiT
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'\ ^ ^ ^ 'n e c e s 8 a r y  fact of the experience of illusion; how else 
can we discuss it, even to the extent of denying it? But 
it is a  wrong identification of tw o  rea l o b je c t s  and not of 
the unreal with the real, as held by the Vedantins. F he 
work of the mind consists in wrongly bringing together 
the real objects that exist separately. A  particular relation 
is unreal though the terms constituting it are real. fire 
‘silver’ is real and the nacre (shell) too is real, though the 
appearance of the shell Os silver, i.e. the inherence of the 
‘silver’ in the shell, is unreal. The image is a real object 
but its being mistaken for another, i.e. its assumed 
relationship with the face, is false.

The ‘silver’ that appeared in the illusion at the 
particular time has nothing to do with the real silver 
existing somewhere. It is not in keeping with the initial 
experience of the ‘silver’ as an immediate presentation 
to take it as a memory-object. We recognize an object 
previously cognised; a feeling of familiarity about the 
object is indispensable for memory. "Ihe revived object 
is never a pure presentation ; but the ‘silver is one. The 
cancelling judgment—‘This is not silver’—does not, even 
by implication, establish real silver elsewhere. Can­
cellation only requires that real silver should not be 
here in the illusion; it is perfectly indifferent to 
the existence of silver elsewhere. If 1 have my eyes 
open, I can consciously perceive the absence of A  in the 
room; to reach this conclusion it is not necessary for me 
to hunt him up and locate his existence in the un .verse; 
for aught, A  may not be a real person at a ll. Moreover, 
we shall be leaving the plane of experience if we sought 
to relate, by way of identity or otherwise, the ‘silver’
with any entity not within the field of presentation. W e

lllRI'KS ; ,A\ . . ; ' ; I . ' A t - . . ,
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shall thereby be committing another error; for the relation 
in question, not being a presented fact, will always remain 
an assumption. The ‘silver’ that appeared here is 
entirely exhausted in its appearance; there is nothing 
dark about i t ; nothing lies underneath or above it. Its 
character and existence are identical with the appearance, 

i To posit any hidden relation, to connect the appearance 
with any lurking entity, is the best way of getting into 

$ : error.*
* In situations like the reflection in the mirror, colour-displacement as 

in the suffusion of the crystal with the redness of a flower etc., it might he 
thought that there is merely a confusion of two real things. Tire mistaken 
object being at hand, what happens is a little transposition, wrong locafisa- 
tion. The virtual image seen in the mirror is the real face in a slightly 

; different place. But here too, it is evident that the appearance is different
from the rea l; the reflected face in the mirror is not my face, for how can 
it be at two places at once; how can one and the same entity be the seer and 
the seen? (For a fuller discussion whether the Pratibimba is different from 
the Bimba or not, see SiddhantaleSa, pp. 308ff (Chovvkhamba Edition). The 
Ted’ seen in the crystal is other than the redness of the flower, for they 
appear at different places. It is indeed held by some Vedantins, e.g. the 
author of V edanta P aribhasa, that when the superimposed (Adhyasta) is 
at hand, Anyathakhyiiti—the identification of two reals- should be adopted.
He says :

“Yatra ardpyam asannikrstam tatraiva pratibhasikavastutpatter ahgikarat; 
ata eva mdriyaaannifcrstataya japakusumagatalauhityasya sphatike bhana- 
sarribhavuu na sphatike anirvacan^ya-lauhityotpattih.,, V edanta Paribhasa ,
P . 151.

Again “ Aropya sannikarsasthale sarvatra anyathakhyater eva 
vyavasthapanat” . p, 283.

This is by no means the accepted v iew ; and the above author himself is 
alive to the fact that here too the appearance must be unique.

“ Astu via pratiyogimati tadabhavabhramasthale, tadabhavasya anirva- 
caniyatvam.'* Ib id ., p. 283.

The redness of the- crystal is, accordnig to the accepted view 
Anirvacanlya. See Pancapad ika , p. 21 : “Katham punah sphatike
lohitimanah mithyalvam” , etc.
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Difficulties about the silver present elsewh&s 
Appearing here and now in this context to sustain a false 

relation with the shell are insuperable; no such obstacles 
are encountered in conceiving the ‘silver’ as but an idea 
projected out. Only the externality of the idea, the 
‘silver’ appearing over there is false; and the cancelling 
judgment ’This is not silver’ merely reinstates the 
subjective character of the idea. Silver is not out-side 
but just w ithin; it was never anywhere and anything else.

There is little evidence, however, to consider the 
‘silver’ as in any sense mental, as an idea. The initial 
presentation of the ‘silver’ does not admittedly favour 
such a conception; the ‘silver’ appears to a ll intents as 
an object external to thought. The cancelling experience 
implies that the ‘silver’ is not real silver, that it is utterly 
unrelated to the real. The identity of the ‘silver’ with 
the idea-silver or a mental modification rests on no 
experiential basis. The spiritual function of intuiting or 
knowing is the only thing that is unequivocally mind or 
mental. The relation of the ‘silver with the mind or its 
modification by way of identity or otherwise cannot by 
any means be known. Such an assertion, to be valid, 
requires a knowledge of the togetherness of the mind or 
its modification with the ‘silver . This again necessitates 
that knowing itself should be made an object of know­
ledge. The ‘silver’ , however closely scrutinised does 
not betray any trace of its relationship with the subject, 
knowledge. It is in no way mental, because it is known 
as an object (drsya).

(n) A ll the alternatives, fairly exhaustive in them­
selves, being thus untenable the Vedantic thesis has 
emerged unshaken. It is a simpler and less objection-

' s ~ \  .. |
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hypothesis to hold that the appearance—‘silver’ is 
unique and underived (an irvacan iya ). If some elements 
not present in the presented field were assigned as i t s ' 
co nstituents, we should have to posit a relation of identity 
hie tween the ‘silver’ and its constituents—an identity that 
?is unprovable. On this view alone are the illusory 
knowledge and its subsequent cancellation adequately 
explained. The illusion has for its object some entity, 
that is actually present in the context. Unlike other 

| theories, the ‘silver’ is neither explained away, nor is it
assumed to exist elsewhere in some form other than that 
of its appearance. In the illusory knowledge, over and 
above the appearance—‘silver’ there is a suggestion, a 
beilef that it is real. Some relationship of the appear- 
ance with something not actually present is implicitly 
posited. Badha  or Cancellation repudiates a ll such 
unwarranted suggestions, unprovable relationships. It 
merely brings out the unique unrelated character of the 
appearance; the tacit identification of the appearance 
with the real is negated. The greatest mistake that we 
can commit is to take the appearance as the apperance o f  
something. It is this seductive ‘of’ that has been 
responsible for the illusion.

We may profitably consider here in detail the status 
of the illusory object.* It is successively taken as real, 
then negated, and finally contemplated as unreal.

(i) To begin with, This i3 a  snake’ is, for all pur­
poses, one indivisible presentation perfectly analogous

* ! am indebted to Prof. K. C. Bhattacaryya’s penetrating analysis of 
illusion contained in bis paper “ Sankara s Doctrine of Maya published in. 
the Proceedings of the 1st Session of the Indian Phil. Congress.
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percept of the same content. The r e la t io n s  
i f e  ‘this’ to the ‘snake’ and Vice Versa is one of complete 
identity, so complete that there is no inkling that they 
have separate existences. The identity is not marked 
by any conscious effort to bring together two entities. 
This state may well be called the state of Illusion 
(adhyasa); the ‘snake’ is real to all intents.

(li) The second state is represented by a  knowledge 
of the attendant circumstances expressed in the judgment 
‘This is but a rope’ . Consequent and perhaps simult­
aneous with it is the judgment ‘This is not a  
real snake’ . The ‘this’ in both the statements as well 
as in the illusory knowledge stands for the unique 
presentation ‘snake’ . If we have grounds to think that 
some relevant circumstances have changed between the 
first presentation and the subsequent disillusionment, we 
shall not be in a position to assert ‘this is but a  rope’ not 
‘a snake’ ; for before we could bring a light or return to 
the spot in daytime the real snake might have gone its 
way ; the previous presentation might have been a real 
snake. The ‘this’ serves as a nexus between ‘This is 
a snake’ and ‘This is but a rope*; both refer to the same 
subject. The latter judgment cancels, or negates the 
identity of the ‘rope’ with the ‘snake’ , and consequently 
the identification of the ‘snake’ with the real ceases. And 
this is expressed, as though it were an independent 
judgment, in the form ‘This snake is not a real snake’ .
In the contradiction-stage we seem to know the ‘snake’ 
as what it is not; it has nothing to do with the real—with 
the rope or the snake elsewhere. It is not true that the 
‘snake’ was real when it was so apprehended, and 
became unreal later when cancelled. Its unreality, our
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time. Cancellation must imply this.* A succession of 
ideas is necessary to pass from the state of illusion to that 
of c .ontradiction ; but time does not enter constitutively into 
th e contents of the illusion or its cancellation. When we 
know the rope it is invariably coupled with the conviction, 
that it has been always there in spite of our misperception.

(Hi) For the practically minded all interest ceases 
with disappointment. A  theoretical consideration about 
the status of the unreal object cannot be avoided by us. 
What is the unreal snake’ that was till now confronting 
us? Can the contradiction involved in something being 
an object of thought though unreal be removed? Not 
real like the rope the ‘snake’ is not mere nothing, for 
the presentation, at least the memory of what was once 
vivid, still haunts us. A  ready way out of the difficulty 
is suggested in taking the illusory object as a subjective 
fact. But the facthopd of the latter is dependent on the 
tenability of the object, the content. After the disillu­
sionment, we always refer to our perceiving the ‘snake’ 
in apologetic terms. As conscious agents now in posses­
sion of right knowledge—as Pramatr—it seems derogatory 
that we could ever have perceived the ‘snake’ at all. W e 
begin to cast aspersions on the seeing even. The ‘snake’ 
is referred to as ‘felt’ to have been perceived; for we 
poignantly feel the difficulty of entertaining a percept

* Advaitaaiddhi, p. 14, pratipannopadhau traikaiika~ni6edha~pratijrogii> 

vam mithyatvam,
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disown it. It is not through any assignable empirical 
psychosis {aniahkarana Vrtti) that the ‘snake’ could 
have been seen ; it was directly ‘given’ to the Sakst

Nothing can be predicated of the illusory object e.g . 
the ‘rope-snake’ ; nor can it serve as a predicate of any 
subject. Can we say that the ‘snake’ was of a particular 
colour and length, or that it was seen lying in such a 
direction etc.? A ll these characters are now definitely 
known to have belonged, even then, to the rope. Its 
temporal and spatial position is not its own. It is not 
passible to accomodate and fix its relative position amidst 
the empirical objects. The reflected image in the mirror 
has not any size, shape, colour etc. of its own, for they 
all belong to the original object or to the mirror (upadh i). 
These characters, the would-be predicates do not and 
cannot get related to the ‘snake’ or the virtual im age; for 
they are not existent subjects. The illusory snake 
is not the subject of any proposition; can it be the predi­
cate of any subject ? This might be possible if its relation 
with anything, with any existent subject be provable. We 
know, on the contrary, that its supposed relation­
ship with the real, with the rope is unwarranted. No 
real entity w ill accommodate within its bosom the illusory 
object. It is not the character o f  something.

As the ‘snake’ appeared in knowledge, the latter 
at least cannot prove inhospitable. The relation between 
the two, however, is not tenable. To validate the 
relation between knowledge and the appearance we 
should be in a position to know their togetherness, their 
compresence, thereby requiring knowledge to behave as 
an object. The illusory appearance, therefore, does not

/ p
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get related to any entity. It cannot characterise any­
thing; not can it be characterised. A ll attempts to 
express it in terms of others, to define it, and explain it 
causally or by way of identity through others have proved 
futile. It is not expressible in terms of others, being 
Anirvacaniya; not the subject or the predicate of any 
proposition, it is the utterly unrelated; it is what it. is.
Of the illusory all but purely tautological statements 
are false, inapplicable. That it app ea red  in knowledge 
is to say nothing intrinsic about it; its character 
and existence are entirely exhausted in the appearance 
(pratibhasamatrsariratva). The Vedantic definition of 
the illusory (m ithya) is but a  paraphrase of the reason 
given for its illusoriness; the world is illusory because it 
is given, because it is an object (drsya tvd t, jadatvdt). 
This can be expressed as a case of immediate inference— 
obversion; the ‘given* is not the not-given, it is different 
from the not-given.. Of the not-given, we can conceive 
only two types-—the subject which knows but is 
not known and the utterly unreal, e .g ., the son of a barren 
woman. As indubitable and independent, the subject 
is real while the other, about which no question ,of truth 
or falsity is suggested even, is utterly non-existent. The 
illusory because it is given as an object, because it is a 
character, cannot be either the reed—Sat, or the utterly 
unreal—Asat. No contradiction or violation of the 
Excluded Middle is to be apprehended. For, the Asat 
is not conceived as the very negation of Sat, but as that 
which does not confront us as real. Had the. Sat and the 
Asat been conceived as mutual contradictories e.g. the 
Sat as the uncontradictable, and the Asat as the contradict­
ed, the acceptance of the one would have ip so fa c to

■ g°%x
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the rejection of the other and V ice-versa*  Tire 
Afiirvacamya, thus, is and can be different from the not- 
given, from the Sat and the Asat (sad  asad  vilu^xartci),
^ h e  unique, the unrelated can only thus be defined 
negatively by dissociating its alleged relationship with 
other categories.

It is thus seen that the only inherent character of 
the dlusoriness of the snake' etc. consists in their appear­
ing as the given (drSyatoa) . I his is equally and 
invariably present in those objects believed to be real.
1 hey also are as false as the accepted illusory object— 
f ratibhasika. Ultimately therefore, the distinctions
‘illusory’ and the ‘real’ (oyaVahariha) seem to be based 
on nothing more than purely practical considerations.
The distinction that the illusory a lon e  is false (mif/iyo) 
is itself false—Mithyatvamithyatva.

As all phenomena are on a par with the ‘snake’ or 
the silver , the Vedantic contention comes to mean that 
a ll expression of one thing in terms of others is false.
A ny explanation or relation is unwarranted. Vedantism 
is one with Bradley in uncompromisingly declaring that a  
related view, one that moves on the cog-wheels of terms 
and relations’ , is false. In other words, that is false 
which is established by others, which depends on them.
The self-evident (svayarnprakasa) alone is real.

The only difference between the illusory (mithya\  
and the utterly nureal (tu cch a ) consists in the 
initial appearance of the former as real, in its 
pseudo-claim. There is a legitimate demand, when; 
this claim is fonud hollow, to experience the illu-

* Cf. A d vaiias iddh i, pp. 50, 51,
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'sXry, the unreal, as mere nothing or as absolutely identi­
cal with knowledge.* “The unreal, is ‘given’ in absolute 
mockery of thought” ; and memory, however apologeti­
cally, testifies that the ‘snake’ was perceived. This 
bespeaks a  deep subjective distemper which theoretical 
considerations seem powerless to appease.

A dhyasa  is thus best understood as an identification 
of the unreal with the real. It has already been pointed 
out that the relation is mutualf and is false. From the 
falsity of the relation, it follows that all the terms consti­
tuting the relation are false. The ‘silver’ that appeared 
is false by its very nature ; it has not even a semblance of 
existence apart from the shell where it appeared; what 
it is in itself apart from this connection cannot be deter­
mined. Its intrinsic nature is indescribable. The ‘this- 
ness’ (idamta) of the shell is also false, for it appeared 
not independently in its own right, but as identified with 
the ’silver’ . The relatedness (sam sa rga , tadatm ya) of 
the shell with the silver is therefore false; it is not justified 
by right knowledge. Not only is the reality of the virtual 
image (pratibimba) untenable but the relationship of 
the face as the original object of the reflection (bim hatva) 
is clearly not an intrinsic character of the face. We are 
in a position to make this distinction, as we do come 
across the nacre or the rope in their pure form without 
the illusory relation. Otherwise, there would have been 
no difference in the status of the shell and that of the 
’silver’ . The real, therefore, never appears in' an

* Cf. Tuccha ’nirvacamya ca vastavi ©eiyasau tridha/
Jneya maya tribhir bodhaih srauta-yauktika-laufeikaih//

Pancadasi, VI, 130.
j  S a m k s e p a  S a r i r a k a ,  1. 34..y' ,, t.;; y .
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and conversely, whatever appears in an illusion 
is false. A  distinction is therefore made between the 
A dhara—the ‘this’ which is connected with the illusory 
object ‘silver’ and the A dhisthana, the real e .g . shell, 
a  knowledge of which cancels the illusion, but which 
never appears in the illusion.* The Adhara or the ‘this’ 
serves as the nexus between the real and the unreal. It 
is only in this sense that the identification is said to be 
mutual; only thus can we escape the predicaments of 
both being real or unreal.f

As an application of this distinction in the nature of 
the Adhyasa, we may mention that objective facts are 
illusory by their very nature, as they cannot be shown to 
have independent or dependent existence, while the sub­
jective states are false because of their contact (sam sarga ) 
with objects. This is to say that the Spirit in its own 
nature has no states. Thus there seem to be only two 
classes of illusions—objective facts and subjective states.

Can we assign any cause for illusion? The question 
is not whether the illusory appearance e . g .  the ‘snake’ 
has any cause, for we have already seen that it is unique 
and unrelated. To assign any cause for the appearance 
is not to take it as a mere appearance, as we should, but 
as the appearance o f  something. It is, however, legiti­
mate and significant to ask why was the unique character 
of the appearance not known, even at the time of illusion, 
as it is done after its cancellation, ft need not have been 
identified with the real. If the illusion were uncaused or 
had any cause other than the ignorance of the real, it

* Sarfik?ep>a S a ru a\ a , \. 36 & 31 : ' ‘Adhyastam eva parisphiuftti
bhrawieau", etc. etc, 

f  Ibid., I. 32.
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wpuld prove permanent and, in no case, would cease on 
our attaining a knowledge of the re a l; and even if it did, 
it would be capricious. It is not necessary, in assigning 
ignorance as the cause of illusion, to leave the plane of 
experience; for we are accounting for it in terms of know­
ledge, in relation to the cancelling judgment .

The contention of the Vedanta is that in all illusion, 
Ignorance of the Real (the adhisthana) is the only cause 
of the origin and sustenance of the illusion. This might 
be obviated by urging that other conditions too are 
necessary as causes, or that the whole plausibility lies in 
the ambiguity of the term ‘Ignorance’ .

An analysis of any illusion will give the following, 
factors as involved therein :

(i) A privation of the knowledge of the true state of 
affairs; the real nature of the rope or the shell—the 
A dhisthana i.s not known. This is indispensable, for a 
knowledge of the true state would not only put an end to 
the illusion any time, but would make it impossible from 
the very outset. Technically, this is the Avarana,
There is thus a necessary connection between the 
illusion and the ignorance of the real.

(if") This by itself is inadequate; then, there would 
result a mere blank. Something must also crop up, 
the ‘silver’ or the ‘snake’ , so that its identification with 
the real be possible. The appearance of this unique 
factor is what gives a content, a  character to the illusion* 
as the illusory perception of ‘snake’ , ‘silver’ etc. This is 
the Vifisepa. It is thought that mental traces operate, 
as in a case of memory, in the production of ‘silver’ or 
‘snake’ . It may further be urged that these traces must 
have been left by a valid experience, and hence point to

1
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V;-, a  teal silver. If 1 take m y stand on the vantage ground"' 
of actual experience, the operation of the traces is not a 
fact to me at a l l ; what I know immediately is the 
appearance ‘silver’ ; that it is produced by traces is a 
retrospective belief based on the presentation—‘silver’ .
1  his belief m ay or may not be true; the appearance, how­
ever, is indispensable if at all anything is to be taken 
for the real. Moreover, in order to see the reflection of 
m y face in the mirror, or the stick Bent in water, no 
previous traces are required; the appearance alone is 
necessary.

(Hi) The thing misperceived e .g . the shell or the 
rope, the non-knowledge and knowledge of which 
allows and cancels the illusion, is an indispensable 
factor; else, nothing can be taken for the real. It may 
be that what I consider real may turn out to be unreal 
la ter; the rope need not be considered ultimate; for the 
time-being it is real and its existence is in no w ay less 
extensive* than that of the ‘snake’ . Because the real 
(the adhisthana) lends itself to be misrepresented, it is 
sometimes taken as a  cause. But no change is observ­
able in it by the presence or absence of the ‘snake*; the 
illusion does not touch it. It is the passive ground of 
the super-imposition, of the appearance, (Viuarta- 
dhisthana).

(iv) W e have also to grant a consciousness which 
knows both the illusion and its cancellation, and which, 
therefore, to assert the least, must remain unchanged to 
that extent. Its connection with the illusion as causing

* A d vaitas iddh i, p. 101 : “ Nisedhasya badhyatvaip paramarthika-
aattvavirodhitve na tan tram, kin  tu nisedhyapeksaya anyunasattakatvam” .
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Vx^fi«^ttCT cannot be a matter of experience; for then 
knowledge shall have to make itself an object—i.e. cease 
to be knowledge. These factors alone are relevant for 
any illusion.

A  knowledge of similarity (sadrsya-jfiana), sense- 
contact and some defect (dosa)—either in the sense— 
organ, as jaundice and squinting or some environmental 
defect as darkness, the refracting medium and distance, 
are also assigned as causes.* It is possible to maintain, 
with a show of plausibility, that in illusions like ‘rope- 
snake or shell-silver’ the knowledge of similarity is 
operative. This, however, is not true of others e .g . the 
blueness of the sky’ and ‘the diminutive size of 

the perceived moon’ .
Contact of the senses with the real objects is consider­

ed necessary in cases of perceptual illusion. The percep­
tibility of the illusory object is due to that of the real one.
But this rule is violated in the illusion that the ‘sky is 
blue, and glaringly so in dreams; for admittedly 
the sense-organs do not function in dreams. The only 
rule that we can frame is that in a perceptual illusion 
(aparoksa bhrama) the ground of it must be immediately 
aPPrehended— whether through the sense or otherwise.f

It is more difficult to dispose of the claim that some 
defect—physical or physiological—is to be found in all 
cases of illusion. Darkness, for instance, is responsible 
for the mischief of the ‘snake’ ; drowsiness or nervous 
excitation causes dreams. One defect may not be at the 
back of all illusion; some one or other is. But how am

*  S a m k f e p n - S a r i r a k a ,  J, 2 8 , 3 0 . 

t  Ibid ,. I. 41, 42.

10 '
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J  to know that the presence of a  certain factor, say dark­
ness, engenders illusions or its removal cancels it, or in 
some way contributes to either? How is the causal 
efficiency of the defect in producing the illusion to lx* 
determined at a ll?  To know that a particular knowledge 
is caused by some factor, 1 must consciously experience 
a state when it was absent and the factor alone was 
present. Besides, the necessary connection of the factor 
with knowledge must also be known. I may know 
darkness, but darkness as co n d itio n in g  the illusory 
presentation of ‘snake' S do not know.

The assigning of material conditions for the pro ­
duction of knowledge e.g. the contact of the senses with 
objects or their activity, is a  popular but a thoroughly 
wrong view of things. W hat 1 actually s e e  are the 
objects about m e ; that 1 am seeing th rou gh  the eye is not 
a  datum to me. I may subsequently come to s e e  th e  e y e  
either in a  mirror or internally—leaving alone the 
difficulties on this view—hut never the seeing th r o u gh  
the eye. To conclude, we cannot determine that know­
ledge is engendered by objective conditions—physical or 
physiological—as it is impossible to get at the back of 
knowledge.

The same criticism might have applied with equal 
force against ignorance being the cause of illusion, but 
for a  vital difference. W hen 1 come to have a knowledge 
of the rope 1 can at the same time say , without leaving 
the vantage ground of experience, that I was not having 
a  knowledge of it before. It is immediately patent that 
the illusion falls away consequent on m y knowledge of 
the rope. It is legitimate to conclude that my previous 
non-possession of this knowledge was the cause of the

' Go<^X  1 1



ail other conditions being equal. A  knowledge 
of the rope ia the only factor newly introduced; and it 
comes to us with the consciousness that it was not present 
before. This is evident from the almost reproachful 
tones in which we accuse ourselves—‘1 could have known 
that this was a rope*.

A ll this is eminently satisfied, it might be urged, if 
in the actual stage of illusion i.e . before its cancellation 
there were merely an absence of the knowledge of the 
rope; we need not have recourse to a positive ignorance 
of the rope. Here we have to draw a distinction between 
a factual absence of knowledge and a  knowledge of its 
absence. The latter we could not have had, for to have 
a conscious knowledge of absence we should have to 
bring the absent entity before our mind, and consciously 
perceive its absence in a  presented field. If we had such 
a knowledge we could not have been ignoran t of the rope; 
the illusion -could not have started even . To escape 
such a  predicament, the other alternative of a factual 
absence of the knowledge of the rope accompanying the 
knowledge of the ‘snake’ may be tried, but in 
vain. This is tantamount to accepting an unknown and 
unknowable fact—which Vedanta cannot entertain for a  

fe  moment. Admission of any unknowable entity is 
nothing short of a veiled materialism. Nothing can be 
asserted which ia not experienced.

On the hypothesis of a  positive ignorance which 
shrouds, like darkness, the rope from view in the stage 
of illusion, we are not expilcitly aware of our ignorance 
then. But an experience of it is necessary for our later 

ic and more explicit recognition. The whole scheme of 
ignorance rests on the cessation of illusion consciously

I f  :j | j  j|  THEOKY OF ITXUSION V f i T
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^^/k^crie iiced , on something, without an assignable begin­
ning, coming to a  termination consequent on our knowing 
the real.

The foregoing discussion would not be in vain if it 
has made our notions of illusion as a  mutual identification 
of the real and the unreal and of the status of the illusory 
object clearer. The later portion was devoted to showing 
that illusions are made of the stuff of ignorance, and 
cease when it is removed by a knowledge of the real. 
The world (prapan ca ) is considered as the modification 
of a  primordial ignorance (m ula jnana), and that it. is of 
the nature of a  super-imposition, an identification of the 
unreal with the real. Our interest, therefore, is to know 
the Reality the ignorance of which constitutes the stuff 
of the world. This would be to demand evidence both 
for the Reality and its Ajnana,

/Co?* '
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Evidence for Ajnana

Ajnana is asserted! by Vedanta as the cause of the 
world-illusion; the concept of causality is applicable only 
when the cause can be shown to exist, logically at least, 
prior to its effect. Ignorance, if it is deemed to be the 
cause of the empirical world, should exist and be known 
apart from it. Such a claim necessitates, therefore, a 
consciousness to apprehend ignorance. Besides, we 
should also be told how and in which specific state such 
an apprehension is possible.

Actual perception, Inference, Implication (A rths- 
p a t t f y  and Scriptual testimony are the hinds of evidences 
usually adduced to prove Ajnana.* Of perceptual or 
direct evidence three modes are mentioned. Two are 
explicit avowals of ignorance—-viz., i  do not know 
myself and others’ and ‘I do not grasp what you mean’ , 
and the third is the remembrance of ignorance directly 
experienced in sleep. AH these, as pointed out before, 
refer to a direct apprehension of ignorance by a conscious­
ness other than the empirical. The arguments have 
much in common and can be expounded as a critique of 
knowledge.

The function of knowledge is to reveal the object, 
to make us acquainted with it. A ll other suppositions 
are self-contradictory. To consider a few divergent but

* The most complete and coherent statement of the evidences is to be 
found in A daaitas iddh i, pp. 548-74. Cf. alao V w arana, pp. 12 ff. and 

Citomkh*' pp- 58 ff.
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^rgjpresentative views about the character of knowledge.

It may be viewed as constituting, distorting or copying 
the objects. Are these assertions compatible with the 
knowledge of these assertions ? By knowledge constitut­
ing the objects the least that could be meant is that the 
two are coincident both in extent, and duration. How 
can such a  knowledge know itself as constituting the 
object, as ex  h y p o t h e c ,  it is one with the object and does 
not extend before or after it? In the last resort some 
knowledge must be credited with the awareness of the 
coincidence of knowledge and its object. It cannot be said 
that that knowledge too is coincident with its object, for 
this see-saw shall never end. W e shall never be in a 
position to validate the statement.

Knowledge is a distorting medium or that it ‘copies* 
the objects-—it may be said. To assert these, we must 
have known the objects in themselves, first as not distort­
ed or as the originals and then, what is more difficult, 
know these very objects as distorted or copied by know­
ledge. The mutual contradiction is very patent.

Moreover, these assertions are assertions about 
knowledge as well. Let us suppose that knowledge, 
instead of simply revealing, changes, constitutes or 
distorts the object. For aught this may be so. But bow 
do we know the function of knowledge to be such and 
not otherwise ? Ex h yp o th c s i ,  the second knowledge 
may change its object, viz., the first knowledge. And 
this means that the conception of knowledge as anything 
but simply revelatory would cut at the root of that 
assertion. A ll these assertions, be it noted, require 
knowledge to be presented as an object and assume an 
absolute, though unprovable, identity between know-

i f  m i )  (e x
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ledge as knowing and the same as subsequently presented. 
The identity itself must be considered still another object . 
These contentions are assumptions to bolster up faulty 
theories.

We have been considering knowledge as an entity 
existing by itself, inviting thereby all troubles—it may be 
pointed out. It is but a resultant of the environment and 
the organism—a spark that flies as at the clash of flint and 
steel. It is by this spark, however, that we can descry 
and survey the alleged causes. The origination of 
knowledge has to be established by knowledge. This 
knowledge further could not have been conditioned in 
any way. Likewise, knowledge cannot be proved to 
exist in anything as a character, nor can it be property o f  
an agent different from it. The ‘in’ and the ‘of’ cannot 
be vahdated. Knowledge exists in its own right and 
shines by its own light. If we conceive Reality as that 
which exists and is known in itself, knowledge is indis­
putably such an entity. And this can be said of 
no other. Never an object, it is always immediately and 
indubitably luminant.* That which illumines others 
cannot itself be shrouded in darkness. This is indispen­
sable to make the least assertion right or wrong, even this 
assertion that there is no knowledge, or that it is 
an object.f

On the search-light theory of consciousness the 
illumination of objects by knowledge is explicable. There 
is however this difficulty that knowledge cannot know 
itself as knowing, as revealing; ‘knowing’ itself is not

•  This is the Vedantic conception of Svayamprafcasa. , p. 9,
t Samhandha Varttika, 674; Br. Up. Vartiika, IV, iii. 156.

a
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> . an object. The assertion does require that we shd»io®! 
know ‘knowing.’ Moreover, if the knowledge-function 
were invariable and continuous, it can never know itself 
as revealing. I cannot suspect that I know any object if 
I have been knowing it invariably and ever. This theory 
too does not seem to escape the fate of others.

W hen we know either by perception, by inference 
or by any other means of knowledge an object, it is 
always coupled with the consciousness that the specific 
means of knowledge (Pramana vrtti) acquaints us with 
something not known* (ajnata) before in that specific 
way. The incoming knowledge breaks in upon us as a 
modification of a  dim background. If this position be 
not acceptable, the object w ill either be a lw a y s  know n  
without any specific functioning of knowledge, or 
be a lw a y s  unk now n  in spite of such a  functioning— 
neither of which is tenable, or even plausible.f

‘Knownness’ or ‘unknownness’ is not an objective 
characteristic—a mark which every object invariably 
carries with it. If we were confined to one object, the 
distinctions of ‘known’ and ‘unknown’ would never 
have arisen. If they were objective characteristics, they 
should be known with the thing and by all persons in­
differently. W e shall not be wrong if we take ‘known­
ness’ or ‘unknownness’ as relational properties or rela­
tions born out of a  contrast between two states. If this in 
conceded, we should further grant that the two termini 
of a  relation must be known before the relation is known.

*  “ Avijnatartha-gantrni pramananiti vadinam; sarvesam abhytipetortKah 

feuto’saviti cintyate". B r. Up. Var. I, iv , 221. 
f  Sambandhct V artti\a , 685, 687, 689.
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-The ‘unknown' has therefore to be apprehended in some 
way prior to the rise of the specific source of knowledge— 
Perception, Inference etc. None of these sources of 
knowledge is in a position to give us an apprehension of 
the prior ’unknownness' of its object; each is confined to 
the actually present. A  conscious experience prior to 
the rise ol any specific knowledge (pramanavrtti) has 
to be accepted. And to this consciousness Ajhana is 
‘given’ immediately without the help of any empirical 
psychosis.

Attempts to explain, in some other ways, the situa­
tion immediately preceding any specific knowledge may 
appear plausible. ‘ I was not knowing the table before* 
can be taken as a transcription of the negative implication 
of *1 know the table now,’ or it may be merely an express­
ion of the factual absence of this very knowledge before 
its rise (p ra g a b h a V a or even as the presence of some 
other particular knowledge discrete and disconnected 
with the succeeding one.

The last alternative, advocating momentariness of 
consciousness, is palpably untenable. As each state is 
discrete, it cannot take cognisance of another’s presence 
or absence, precedence or succession, or its own presence 
or absence. Its character as knowledge, as knowing 
anything, can hardly be made out, for no distinction is 
possible between Knowledge and Object. The momen­
tariness of consciousness is incompatible with this 
assertion, with the knowledge of momentariness. A  
present state emerges with the content ‘momentariness of 
consciousness’ contained in it—it might be said. But it 
is evident that ‘momentariness of consciousness’ is merely 
the content of a new state, of one state; it is not asserted
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/states. This is to say, that no generalisation i# * 
p o s s i b l e — leaving alone the tenability or otherwise of any 
existent objective universal. The feeling i was not 
knowing this before’ is least susceptible of explanation 
on this hypothesis.

Prior to the rise of any specific knowledge, a  factual 
absence of that knowledge exists; ‘ I was not knowing 
this before’ is but an expression of such an absence—it 
m ay be averred, as is done, by the Naiyayika. We should 
begin by demanding evidence for the assertion about the 
absence of knowledge. It is not possible to have a  per­
ceptual knowledge of the a b sen ce  o f  all k n ow led g e  
(jnana-sdm dnyabhdoa), for this very knowledge about 
absence will militate against it. Nor is it possible to have 
a  perception of the absence of a particular knowledge 
jjn an a -v is esa bha va )  e.g. “the knowledge of the table.' 
tTo negate a thing or to perceive its absence, it has first 
to be brought within consciousness, to be imagined or 
remembered. And this from the nature of the case is 
impossible; if the knowledge of the table whose absence 
is to be perceived is brought within consciousness, how 
can we assert, in the same breath, its absence? The pre­
non-existence of knowledge may be proved through infer­
ence, through a  universal of the form ‘A ll knowledge is 
preceded by its previous absence.’ But this is question­
begging. An attempt w ill be made to establish this 
universal by bringing it under a wider one, by pointing 
out that ‘all effect as such is preceded by its pre-non­
existence,’ else the effect would not have a beginning to 
tim e. That knowledge is an effect can be ascertained 
only by actually perceiving its emergence preceded by its 
absence; and the absence of knowledge is sought to be

/ / /  f| | f \V\ EVIDENCE FO R AJNANA | O T
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gn&ved on the ground of its being an e f f e c t—ra veritable 
vicious circle.*  The tenet that every effect is preceded 
by it® absence {pragabhaV a)f is also assailable.

The hypothesis of a  negative implication too fares 
no better. By negative implication we should mean that 
on the strength of a know n  incompatibility of two or 
more entities we draw certain consequences. If A  is 
known to go always with C and the latter is available 
invariably in the absence of B, then we should be right in 
inferring from A  to non-B or vice versa. Implication is 
thus a line traced among know n and  re leva n t  entities. A 
knowledge of the table acquaints me with the particular 
object, but cannot by itself say anything about its non­
perception before or after. W e have thus to fall back 
upon a known absence of this knowledge, and all that has 
been urged against the previous view will apply here too..
A n acceptance of a  pure undifferentiated consciousness 
without afiy objective presentation w ill hardly improve 
matters; such a consciousness is present invariably, even 
now ; yet the ‘unknownness’ is not a present fact.

To explain the now known character of any object 
or its previous unknownness, we have to appeal to a 
consciousness, to some objective experience other and 
more primordial than the several empirical modes 
of cognition. Such a consciousness did not and could 
not know the absence of the empirical modes of cognition 
explicitly during their non-emergence, yet that is implied 
in our knowing the absence later op. ‘One who is bom 
blind has not consciousness of not seeing. But if such a

* Certain other arguments special to sleep-experience are dealt in sec. 4, 
t  Pragabhuva has been finally disposed of in A dvaltasiddh i, pp- *>51

.imA A dtiaitadipika
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man cornes to see, like Cheselden s patient, he will hare 
an explicit perception of the previous absence of seeing 
which will at the same lime be recognition of the absence 
as that implicitly cognized during the absence” .*

Can we assign any determinate content as constitut­
ing that primordial experience? If we do, then it is not 
in any way different from the empirical modes of cogni­
tion. If the table were already known deterrninately 
before its perception, how can it be said to have been 
previously unknown. If no determinate content is 
assigned, in what way can an identity be establish­
ed between the same object ‘unknown’ before and 
'known' after? As every determinate cognition is 
claimed to be a  recognition, it must be shown that the 
cognition and its recognition refer to the same object.
W e have instances of such an indeterminate recognition 
even on the empirical level. Left in a dark unfamiliar 
room with little or no light, darkness alone is known. 
Subsequently, when light is brought in, we not only per­
ceive the things in the room, as darkness rolls away, but 
recognise them as having been there enveloped by dark­
ness. The identity of the objects previously known but 
as ‘unknown* and the same in full light cannot reasonably 
be doubted, unless we know for certain that there Has 
been some tampering in the meanwhile. From this 
example, it is also evident that darkness is seen 
immediately, without the help of any light, as an object jf  
light is required to see other objects, but only the light 
of consciousness is necessary to see Ajnana. Also, the 
seeing of darkness stands in the way of other objects being

* Prof. Bbattacharyya's S tud ies in  Vedantiam , p. 8.
t  Ajcana h  therefore always known by the Sak§i Immediately, and
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V d a r k n e s s  comes between objects and the perceiver.

The role of Ajnana is similarly to cover that which should 
have been patent and to make it seem non-existent.*

In the recognitive knowledge ‘1 was not knowing 
this table before’ all the known empirical characters 
should be excised away to get at the primary apprehen­
sion. The past tense ‘was’ is clearly seen to be a  hybrid 
bom of collating two experiences; when the object of 
memory is experienced it is always a present fact, the 
pastness is due to our position in a  later state. W e have 
already seen that the definite content ‘table’ also could 
not have been known before. Nor can a form like T do 
not know this’ be a true transcription of that experience. 
There cannot be any conscious non-perception (anupa- 
labdhi) at that level. A  primary acquaintence with some­
thing set against consciousness without the apperception 
‘that 1 know this’ would answer the case. What is given 
is the bare duality of the subject and the object; the sub­
ject is exercising its purely spiritual function of intuiting 
and the object is a bare ‘homogeneous mass’ .

A ll this comes to mean that thought presupposes the 
distinction between the knower and the known. A 
conscious exercise of reason does not usher in duality ab 
in it io ; it can nevertheless question the distincton. 
What has been implicity held need not be thought 
unquestionable, self-evident. Akin with this is the

by the Pramatj-, not through any empirical vrtti. A s it has been w ell aald 
“ He who essays to apprehend Ajnana through Knowledge, the great fool, 
'verily does but endeavour (fruitlessly) to perceive darkness with a powerful 
light’*. Siddhanta-m aktavali, p. 125.

•  Avaranakrtya. “Nasti, na prakasate, iti vyavahSrap3daxmsp’*. 
A dca iias id d h i, p. 537.
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^^^a^jemoh that Ajnana, if ‘given’ as an object to 
any consciousness—Saksi or Pramatr—, would cease to 
"foe illusory. Starting with the experience of the Ego of 
which we took as an instance, ‘ l was not knowing this 
before’ , we perceive that this can be explained only on 
the hypothesis of a more primal objective experience of 
& consciousness other than the empirical. The Ego, 
accustomed to handling determinate objects, can express 
the homogeneous indeterminate experience of the Saksi 
only negatively; the empirical determinations are not to 
be found in the experience of the Saksi. Both the 
experiences, however, stand or fall together. I he 
knowledge of the Saksi is not more sacrosanct, more valid 
than that of the Ego; it is notorious, on the contrary, that 
the evidence of the Saksi is. veTy unreliable,* because he 
does not, being impartial, make any attempt at sifting 
the matter presented to him. W e must be ‘given’ every­
thing, however indeterminately, before we can exercise 
our critical faculty. The givenness’ does not amount 
to accepting it as valid. There is nothing, therefore, to 
prevent Ajnana from being ‘given’ and being false 
at once. It is said to be primordial and beginningless; 
however further and deeper we carry the critique 
of knowledge, we shall always find the belief in an object 
distinct from the knowing of it. We should call this 
‘belief*, for no attempt, before our conscious questioning 
of it, was made to ascertain the validity of such distinc­
tion, Every activity of ours, including the specific cogni­
tive functions, assumes such a duality. W ith the belief 
in objectivity, difference is ushered in ; what is in its own

» "Sskai-jnanasya satyasatyaviaayataya, pramanyamyainSd afwa 

maayoktih eampradayilanam V edanta Paribhaqa, p. I35.



' ^ ^fflfe^e/infinite—Akhanda—becomes bifurcated into the 
knower and the known (Khandita), however incipient 
and unobtrusive the distinction be.

If such an object, a general sense of objectivity, is 
to he considered as ignorance, it should satisfy both the 
definitions stated before. A  conscious exercise of reason, 
right knowledge must cancel it ; secondly, it is to be the 
material cause, the stuff of all illusions.

Every specific knowledge arises as the modification 
of a primal blank known by the non-empirical conscious­
ness ; the emergence of the specific knowledge is 
coincident with the cessation of the ‘unknownness' of its, 
object. The very form-—T was not knowing this before’
—in which such knowledge is couched, the pastness of 
the unknown, is a  sufficient indication that it is transcend­
ed by knowledge.* It must however be accepted that 
any specific empirical knolwedge—Vrtti—is able, only 
to a very limited extent, to remove unknownness, exter­
nality. We should, if our contention is to be fully 
validated, point to some knowledge which cancels com­
pletely all ignorance. Such an experience is to be had 
in the identity of the self with Brahman in the 
aIih&ndarthavrUi:f Nothing is left unknown; reality is 
not external to the apprehending thought. The possi­
bility of such an all-embracing experience shall have to 
be shown. W e can however urge theoretical considera­
tions to prove the untenability of the belief in objectivity, 
in the difference between subject and object.

* Sam bandhavarttika, 181.
Avidyaya ayidyatve idam tiva tu laksarmm 
Managh5tasaKi?Ji?iUlvam asadhamnam ieyate.

\ f  Infra : Sec. 7,
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general trend of the argument may be indicated, 
leaving a fuller treatment to be taken up later. The 
existence of the object—ignorance in this case—can be 
proved only if its distinction from the subject or know­
ledge were made out. And this from the very nature of 
die case cannot be evidenced. The difference between 
the two is itself not an object. To apprehend the distinc­
tion, the subject has to be made an object; this is clearly 
illegitimate. Accepting the objectification of the subject, 
we have further to assert the absolute identity of the 
objectified subject with the knowing subject. This 
identity shall always remain problematic, questionable. 
Again , even if the difference were an object of know­
ledge, its distinction from that very knowledge shall have 
to be evidenced, and so on. Such are the anomalies and 
prevarications that we are led into by trying to uphold 
the difference.

As the relation between subject and object is unreal, 
not existent, it will jeopardise the being of the terms. If 
there is no difference between the two, they w ill collapse 
into one. The object is nought, and therefore, the connec­
tion of the subject with it, i.e . subjecthood (saksitva) is 
also fake. From the unreality of a  relation the unreality 
of the terms comprising the relation should follow; this 
was established as a corollary in the previous section.*

W e have tried to show in a general way, why ignor­
ance itself should be considered false, and how it is the <j 
cause of a ll phenomena. In the following sections a 
two-fold task will be attempted; firstly, to show in detail 
that subjective and objective facts are but derivatives! of

* Supra p. 141.
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^^^~ffi^^3rim.ordial belief in the existence of the object, ue. 
i ' in a duality; and secondly, to prove that they are false.

This would justify why ignorance is termed Mulajnana, 
rJSjVr-. root of the world-illusion.

It may be found useful to sum up the considerations 
urged so far.

(i) Any definite knowledge of the Ego presupposes

(Si ignorance, the general but unproved existence of the 
jfi object presented to a consciousness other than the Ego.

(») By a critique into the state prior to any Vrtti- 
^  jnana—empirical psychosis—, we have been able to

. ascertain that the spiritual function of the spirit consists 
ir mere intuition, in revealing and illuminating what is 

4' I presented. The spirit, we also saw, illumines the unreal 
^ 1 objects as w e ll; otherwise, the illusory cannot be the 

topic of our discussion. It does not therefore reject or 
iT ; choose, and hence cannot relate. So constituted, it does 

not know itself as knowing.
(in) The Ego—Pramatr is hostile to ignorance; he 

chooses and rejects. We have thus to make a  distinction 
between consciousness which does not apperceive, but 

, merely intuits—the Saksi—and the Ego which relates and 
'Sri apperceives.

(iv) At no time is the object outside consciousness. 
Everything is illumined by the Saksi either as ‘known’ or 
as ‘unknown’ (Sarvam jnatatayii, ajnatataya Oa saksi 

i i f  ca itanyasya  visayah).
H I

Reference:—1 he importance of ‘Ajnatata unknownness known by tho 
Saksi was recognised very early in Vedanta. We find 
Suresvaracaryn recurring to this topic several times.

!. Sambandhavarttika, 686-99. 2. ibid., 987 ff.
3. Br. Up. Varttika, 1. iv., 221 ff. 4. Ibid., IV. iii. 136 ff.

Srip- rilso Samfyetoatiaririha. 11. 8 ff.

11 ' ' ■ ■
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f  alsity o f  Subjective Facts

Idealists in the West, while rejecting external objects, 
have invariably evinced an inconsistent partiality towards 
subjective facts—ideas, volitions, emotions and the like. 
Plurality and change in the physical realm have been 
denied, often with great vehemence - but history or ’! 
spiritual evolution has always found unquestioned 
approbation. Berkeley and even Hume felt constrained 
to admit succession and association of ideas, while reject • 
mg causation and substance. The Neo-ldealistic school 
of Croce and Gentile is but following the established 
tradition m the West in exalting history and spiritual 
evolution over natural events. A ll this is due to a  
confused conception of the spirit and the spiritual. An 
abolition of the ‘outer circle’ leads logically to the dissolu­
tion of the inner as w e ll; once assail objective facts, sub­
jective facts too crumble away, conditioned as they are 
by the former. This is the contention of Vedanta.

A  subjective fact can, with least violence to common 
usage, be defined as that which is not shared in common 
by conscious entities, as objects are. The word that best 
symbolises the object is ‘th is— Idam or Yusmad. When 
I hear a song or see a flower, the song or the flower is 
common property, while the hearing or the seeing is 
peculiarly mine. A  thought-content though not pointable 
as an outer object is still communicable through concepts 
and universals; but the thinking is private and unique. 
Volitions and Feelings are admittedly subjective. What 
the Ego—the T —appropriates ir.disputabi)', is a

■ g°5x
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• Kh -  subjective fact. The body is on the border line ; both 
!f:|). . t h i s  is my body’ and ‘I am stout’ etc. are fairly common, 

and are representative of the privileged position of the 
body. It sets a convenient limit between the subjective and 
the objective. Thus defined, the subjective seems clearly 

. to involve the notions of ‘internal’ and ‘external’ ; the 
former is the subjective, while the latter is the objective.
But the external too is not altogether external; within 
knowledge alone are these distinctions significant. The 
Ego is readily seen to identify itself with a portion of the 

*■ known field, making it thereby internal.
I|i This tacit admission of outer objects smacks of a
f t  realistic bias. There is nothing like the external; all 

is equally within. The distinction between the external 
and the internal, however useful in practical life, is bereft 
of any speculative value. The Solipsist can, and does 
very cogently deny outer objects, even other minds. But 
any solipsism that is not a  solipsism oi. the present 
moment is logically contemptible. Confined to a 
moment, the distinction of the knower and the known 
is untenable and does not arise. W e cannot speak of the 
diversity of ideas, their succession and association. The 
‘1’ must go into the melting pot. Such an attitude is 
welcome. It is a legitimate, though most difficult pose 
—-one that has to be cherished and cultivated. It consists 
in a persistent refusal to believe in anything other than 
the immediately given. Beliefs, however, are always 
creeping in, beliefs in the existence of physical 
substances, in other minds and in oneself at other times.
He would be dishonest, if the sceptic did not admit the 
presence of such beliefs in him. Some beliefs are 
primordial" and comprehensive, others derived and less
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. Pe™asive- A  hierarchy—at least a sequence—logical or 
-  causal, is traceable in them. Whether subjective facts 

are acepted or not, a legitimate and fruitful field for a  
theoretical exercise does exist. When the Vedanta 
derives the w orld -the  Ego included-from  ignorance, it 
claims to do nothing else than trace the cosmological 
history of beliefs. It is to be pointed out how the entire 
phenomenal show is an unwarranted super-imposition of 
unreal characters on the pure spirit. The question that 
should naturally suggest itself to us is whether the so- 
called states of the self do really pertain to it. Issues 
that can be raised a re : What are the states ? Who knows 
them ? And whose are they ?

Spirit is the light which illumines things and makes 
tnem actual. It is intuition, the attention that is necessary 
if things are to be known, but which is never, except 
figuratively, turned upon itself. It is not, therefore, 
a theme of disbelief or doubt. Spirit neither generates 
anything nor is itself generated. Generation is incom­
patible with the nature of spirit, unity and actuality. For, 
spirit must not only generate but know that it has done 
so. The generated becomes an object of intuition and 
not the intuition itself. An identity—which by the nature 
of the case is unprovable—has to be posited between | 
intuition and its object. Again, any genuine generation 1 
militates against the actuality of the spirit; from it some- j  
thing must emanate which was not before; and nothing 
is latent in spirit. If anything were hidden in the bosom 
of the spirit before its actual production, spirit could have 
known that then too, and as known, as an object, the 
generated is certainly different from the spirit. If the 
latter does not know it, none else can ; there is no evidence

#r -
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lifA^fcw^Tne latency, for the generation. Matter alone can 
generate. Spirit does not select either; it does not 
determine what things are to be presented to it. Any 
selection presupposes a desired pattern according to which 
something is chosen and others are rejected. Spirit does 
not stand for any ‘content’ ; it cannot, therefore, select. 
Besides, to exercise a choice both the desired and the 
undesired, the chosen and the rejected require to be known 
by consciousness; the latter does not rule out ab initio the 
undesired. Otherwise, there would be no choice.

Can the Spirit have states? Can it pass through 
them? A state is a stage, a phase that is transcended, 
something that emerges and lapses. A temporal 
passage is clearly involved in the concept of a  state. If 
there were no object, or there existed only one 
homogeneous objects no state is possible. Diversity of 
states is possible only through the diversity of objects 
experienced. If at any time the spirit is pure, it follows 
there cannot be any state.

The states usually considered in Vedanta are the 
three well-known ones—Waking, Dreaming and Sleep; 
the 'fourth' Turiya is sometimes added. The waking 
phase is not one unitary state, but a series of states 
characterised by same common features. The body- 
consciousness is scarcely, if ever, absent. This imposes 
a  ready and automatic distinction between the internal 
and the external, between mere ideas and real things. 
The world of action is taken as the real. The I , the 
Ego is the controlling consciousness of this phase. 1 he 
Dream-state is marked by an escape from the tyranny of 
the body and by greater freedom from the limitation of 
space and time. The objects are indeed the traces

FALSTTY 0F  SUBJECTIVE PACTS
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 ̂ of the waking-experience, but the utmost 
latitude is enjoyed in their combination and sequence. ' 
Many of the dreams are surprisingly coherent. It is not 
unusual to find ourselves in dreams arguing fairly 
sequentially. We perform sometimes the well-nigh t 
impossible task of finding arguments for the opponent as 
well as disproving them. The dream-state shows, as 
nothing else does so eminently, that mere consistency 
and coherence will not guarantee existence. Even with 
the absence of outer objects, the illuminating function of 
the spirit is unimpaired, showing unmistakably thereby 
that space, time and other empirical categories are 
accidental to knowing.*

Ihe Sleep-state (su sup ti) is of the utmost import­
ance in ihe Advaitic system, as showing both the spirit 
and Ajiiana—the two ultimates of Vedanta—in their 
pristine, unmodified form. Ihe Vedantic. thesis is that 
sleep is not a state of utter void ; there is evidence not only • 
for the existence of the spirit but also of a  positive object, 
though undifferentiated and indeterminate. Its signi­
ficance rightly understood, sleep should serve as the start-

* A s dreams are illusory (pratibhasika) we should know which is the 
basis (adhi«hina) of dreams and which is the consciousness that dreams 
(kalpaka). The latter is readily seen to the T  overpowered by torpor 
(nidropapluta). About the Adhistha.ua there is controversy; some hold 
that the T  or the waking consciousness is the Adhisthana; for on waking 
up, as the real basis of the illusion is known, dreams are cancelled. This, 
is untenable, for the I , the waking consciousness, is not present in dreams.
It is thetefore generally accepted that the undifferentiated consciousness 
.3 the Adhisthana. On waking up there is technically no cancellation, 
no badha, as the Adhisthana continues to be unknown. There is how­
ever a cessation, a removal (nivftti) o f dreams; the waking state is hostile 
to the continuance of dreams. See S id d h an ta le ia , pp. 332 ft (Chowkhamba 
edL); V edantafiaribhasa, p p . 145 S ,
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' itlg point for the explanation of the empirical world and 

of experience. Objectivity here is attenuated and 
stripped of a ll empirical variety; it lapses into a homo­
geneous mass—the very womb of a ll genesis. With the 
unflagging and unintermittent light of the Spirit we have 
followed the object in all its vicissitudes and have traced 
the world-stream to its source. If the objects had any 
common origin at all, it must be sought not in any 
particular object of the waking life ; for, being a 
determinate itself, it cannot, without flagrant incongruity, 
be the ground of other and varied determ nate entities.
It is not open to us to posit an unknown and unknowable 
indeterminate merely on theoretical grounds. Inference 
or implication is possible only with known terms. To 
admit known m atter is not materialism, but to accept 
unknown m atter is. "the indeterminate, if it is deemed 
the cause of the world, must be given in some experience. 
■We have evidence of its being so given in sleep from 
such memory-judgments a s : ‘1 was not knowing any
thing,’ M slept soundly, happily’ etc. Considerations that 
conclusively prove these as memory have much in 
common with those urged in the previous section. Only 
the special features need mention here.

T w o  oth er o p p osed  h yp oth eses m ay  b e  h e ld  to  exp la in  

Sleep -consciou sn ess. O ne is th e  c lassica l position  o f  th e  

N ya ya ,*  w h ich  co n ce ives  th e  se lf (Atman) as a  non-intelligent 

su b stan ce w ith  tran sitory  k n ow led ge a s  its sp ecia l q u ality  

(ksariikavise?aguna). T he Atman ex ists in  s leep , though  

k n ow led g e d oes n o t ; and the factu al ab sen ce o f  k n ow led g e  

th en  has to b e  in fe rred . T o  state th e  in ference in  a  fo rm a l

# A dvaitas iddh i, pp, 556 ff.
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f l ie  oilm an in  s le e p  w as ch arac te rised  b y  a n  a b se n c e  

o f k n o w led g e  (jnaniibhtiva-van), as th ere  w e re  no m eans o f  

k n o w led g e  a t  h and  (jnanasdm gryabhaoat). O r, i f  it h ad  

h ad  a n y  k n o w led g e  th en , th a t w o u ld  certa in ly  b e  rem em b ered  

n o w ; th e re  sh ou ld  not b e  a n  in variab le  a n d  utter a b sen ce  o f a n y  

m em o ry  (niyamenasmaryamayatvat). .A ll the te rm s used ire 

th e  sy llog ism  a re  o p en  to  question . T h e m inor te rm  (pak.sa), 
th e  Atman  d u rin g  s leep , is not a n  ex isten t; its ex isten ce  can  

b e  v o u ch sa fed  o n ly  b y  k n o w led g e , a n d  that is n o t p resent, 

f h e  lack  o f th e  m eans o f  k n o w led g e , u se d  as on e  o f  th e  m id d le  

term s, c a n  b e  know n o n ly  th rough  an  ab sen ce  o f  k n o w led g e  

and vice versa—crea tin g  thus a  v ic io u s circle . A  conscious  

p ercep tio n  o f  th e  a b sen c e  o f k n o w led g e  is u n a ccep ta b le  fo r  

th e  reaso n s a lre a d y  a d d u c e d .*  It m a y  b e  u rg ed  th at the  

p a u c ity  o f  th e  m ean s o f  k n o w led g e  is to  b e  in fe rre d  from  th e  

n o n -fu n ction in g  o f  the sen se-o rgan s, includ ing  th e  in n er sen se, 

mainas, d u rin g  s leep  (indriyoparama). A n d  th is la tte r  is to  

b e  p ro v e d  fro m  th e  fe lt  re fre sh e d n e ss  o f the sen ses a fte r  sleep  

(mdriya-prastida). T h is h o w e v e r  m a y  b e  due to  o th e r  reason s  

a s w e ll, s a y  th e  en jo y m e n t o f bliss in  s leep . M o re o ve r, w e  

can  d em an d  ev id en c e  fo r  th e  con n ec tio n  b e tw e e n  th e  fresh ­

ness o f  th e  sen ses a n d  th eir non-function ing  ; a n d  this can  

b e  su b stan tia ted  on ly  b y  a  d irect e x p erie n c e  w h ich  k n o w s them  

h oth . i h e  o th er re a so n  g iven , v iz .,  the in v a ria b le  non ­

rem e m b ra n c e  o f  a n y  s leep -ex p erie n c e , is in con c lu sive . T o  

m ak e it rigorou s, the m id d le  term  h as to  b e  a m e n d e d  as ‘not 

rem em b erin g  exp erien ces p erta in in g  to  the s leep -sta te  e tc .': 

to  fra m e  su ch  a  ru le  w e  m u st k n ow  th e  state  in  its e lf and1 this, 

ex~hypothesi, is d en ied  to  th e  N yaya . T h e p a u c ity  o f a n y  

d eterm in a te  m em o ry  is  in te llig ib le , a s  no  specific  o b jec t is

* Supra, Section 3.
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exp erien ced  in  s leep ; the genera l n a tu re  of the rem em b rance  

o f a n  indefin ite o b jec t encountered  in  sleep  has a lre a d y  been  

indicated.
T h e o th er hyp oth esis accepts th a t th e  se lf is  ete rn a lly  

lum inous; but d o es not g rant an y  positive  ob jective exp erience  

in  s leep ; fo r  n o  ten ab le  ev id en ce, it is  p o in ted  ou t, is fo rth ­

com in g  fo r  th e  ex isten ce o f an in d eterm in ate en tity  ca lled  

Mulajnana. W h a te v e r  exists and is k n o w n  is a n  ob jec t 

d eterm inate and  determ ined  as th is’ o r th a t.’ 1 w a s  not 

k n o w in g  an yth in g  in s le e p  can  w e ll b e  exp la in ed  as the 

n egative  im plication  o f m y  k n ow led g e a fter s leep . In the  

s le e p  state, th e  S e lf  is p u re  and  undefiled  b y  a n y  co n tac t w ith  

o b jec ts . S le e p  is d ifferent fro m  the B rahm ic state  or M ukti 

o n ly  in this, th a t it is fo llo w ed , acc id en tly , b y  sta tes o f w a k e ­

fu ln ess etc. In itself th e re  is nothing to  distinguish Susupti 

fro m  the fu lly  lib era ted  sta te .

T h e  o b jec tio n  against Mulajnana is rea lly  b a sed  o n  the  

con ten tio n  th at on ly  determ inate o b jec ts  can  ex ist and  b e  

co n ce ived . T h e  n erve  o f th e  a rg um en t consists in  th e  rigour 

o f  the ‘o n ly -’ ‘O n ly ’ c le a r ly  signifies exclusion. W h a t  is 

th e  other fro m  w hich  the determ inate is  exc lu d ed . If th ere  

is n o  other, th e  ‘o n ly ’ b eco m es p o s itive ly  useless a n d  m islead ­

ing. T h e in d eterm in ate is a  con cep tu a l entity, n o t a  rea l 

o n e — it m ay b e  ad van ced . This, h o w e ve r, is to  m isunder­

stan d  u tterly  w h a t is m ean t b y  k n o w n  b y  the S p ir it  {sdksi 
- bhasya); w ith  th e  Sdksi the principle seem s to b e  concipi is 
esse. B efore anyth ing can  be p ro n o u n ced  illusory, d ou b ted , 

n egated  o r  exc lu ded , it has first to  b e  brought w ith in  thought. 

O n ly  Spirit w h ich  does n o t choose o r  re jec t can  en terta in  a ll 

•objects. T h e  determ inate can  h ave its b e in g  and  b e  con ceived  

■as d eterm inate , on ly  w hen it is op p osed  to  the in d eterm in ate  

•snd kn ow n  in  contrast to  it.

ir; y jf|  ) f j  FALSITY OF SUBJECTIVE FACTS CfiT
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In a  ca se  o f m em o ry  th e  o b jec t p re v io u s ly  e x p e r ie n c e d

a n d  su b seq u en tly  rem em b ered  is  id en tica l in  ch a rac te r; h e re  

th e  ob jec t o f  th e  orig in al ex p erien ce  is sa id  to  b e  p o sitive  

{bhava-rupa); th e  m em o ry , in  glaring in con sistency, ta k es  a 

n eg a tive  fo rm  ‘I w a s not k n o w in g  a n y th in g .’ T his seriou s  

d iscre p an c y  m ilita tes aga in st th e  adm ission  o f a n y  p ositive  

ign oran ce. It m ust h o w e v e r  b e  accep ted  th a t the m em o ry-  

o b je c t is n o t n ecessa rily  id en tica l w ith  th a t o f the o rig in a l 

ex p erie n c e . F o r on e th ing, th e  tim e-e lem en t im p o rted  in  

m em o ry  is e n tire ly  n ew , b es id es  th e  se ttin g  a n d  q u a lity  o f  

o th e r  exp erim en ta l fa c to rs  b e in g  d ifferen t in  both  th e  cases.

The id en tity  o f  th e  rem e m b ered  ob jec t w ith  th e  exp erie n c ed  

o n e  m ust a lw a y s  rem ain  a  m a tte r  o f b e lie f; w e  c a n  v e r i fy  the  

id en tity  o n ly  b y  an  a p p e a l to an o th er m em o ry  an d  so  

o n . S o m e com m on  ch a ra c te r  th at acco u n ts fo r  the fe e lin g  

o f fam ilia rity  is av a ila b le  h e re  to o . H ow  e lse  can th e  Ego- 

e x p ress  a n  in d ete rm in ate  o b jec t, th at is n e ith e r  p o s itive ly  n o r  

n e g a tiv e ly  d ete rm in a te , ex c ep t b y  negating  a ll d eterm in atio n s >

It is  n o t b y  acc id en t, as it w ill b e  show n p re se n tly , th a t s le e p  

is  fo l lo w e d  b y  o th er sta tes ; a n  inner n e c e ss ity  gu id es th e  

seq uen ce-

e m ay  c o n c lu d e  th a t it  is  a  sim pler a n d  m ore p la u s ib le  

h yp o th es is  that I w a s n o t k n o w in g  a n yth in g  in  s le e p ’ is a  

c a s e  o f  m em o ry  re fe rr in g  to a n  o b jec tive  e x p erie n c e . B ecau se  

o f  th e  p resen ce  o f  a n  o b jec t, can  sleep  b e  a  s ta te  o f th e  se lf.

T h is  is  th e  v ie w  o f  th e  au th o r o f  the Vivarana and th a t o f  

o th e rs  fo llo w in g  him . A c c o rd in g  to  him  in th e  ju d gm en t '[ 

w a s n o t k n ow in g  an yth in g ' (na kincid avedisam), s lep t  

h a p p ily  (sul^ham aham asoapsam), there is rem em b ran ce  

(paramarsa) w ith  reg ard  to th re e  things on ly-C on sc iou sn ess, 

A jn a n a  and  B liss.*  T h e I (aham) is an  em p irica l ad d itio n ,
* Tatasca susupatau anubhata Anandah, AtmS, BljSva rupam A jSanatp
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I a lon e k n ow s the sta tes exp lic itly  b y  rem em b rance; 

a ll ap p ercep tion  is in variab ly  exp ressed  se lf-consciously .*  T h e  

ab sen ce  o f a n y  specific k n o w led g e (jnanabhava) and o f  p a in  

(duhk.habh.avaj a re  to  b e  in fe rred  from  th e  p resen ce  o f p o sitive  

A jfiS n a  and  Bliss resp ective ly , th ere  being a  k n ow n  in com p ati­

b ility  b e tw een  ignorance and specific k n o w le d g e ! A  se riou s  

difficu lty th at con fron ts this v ie w  is the u n ava ilab ility  o f  m en ta l 

traces  (sanrsfedra) tor m em ory. T h e exp eriences o f th e  

Saksi being  p erm an en t and in variab le , and  A jr ia n a  too continu­

in g  as b efo re  throughout, e v e n  on  w aking u p , nothing la p se s, 

a n d  no trace is generated. S uch  is the ob jec tion  ra ised  b y  

Sure^ varacarya  in his fam ous c o u p le t ; f t

ca trayanv apyutthitena paramriyate, “ SukKam aham aavapasam” , “ Na 
kihcidl avedjsam id. Nanv etat trayam susuptau naniahkaTanavrUibhiv 
armbhuyate, tasam tatrabbavat etc. Vivaranaprarneyasamgraha, p. 60.

Vivarana, p. 56. Tasman na bhoktrtaya py ahamubekho 
’nusmaryate.

V ivaran aprameymamgrahct, p. 61. Nanv etavata ahamkare feim 
ayiatam. 3dam ayatam ; na susuptav aharpkaro ’nubhuyate, napy utthitena 
paramflyat iti,

Ka iaxhi ‘sukham aham id’ paramarsagatasya ahamullekhasya gatih. 
Esa gatih. Susuptau villno ’hamkarah prabodhe punar utpadyate, sa cot- 
parmals paramjsyamanam atmanam savikalpakatvena spastavyavaharaya 
upalaksayati, etad ekaprayojanatvad aharpkaravrttel?. Ata eva atma 
kadadd api nanyabhir antah-karanavyttibhir vyavahriyate,

Taduktam Naisfearmyasiddhau :
Praty&ktvad atisuksrnatVad atmadrstyanuyilanat.
Ato vrttir vihayanya hy ahaipvrUyGpalaksyat&, 
Atmabhavavinabhavam atlia va vilayam vrajet,
Na tu paksantaram yayad atas cahamdhiyocyate. 

f  Vivarana, p. 56-57, Nairn utthitasya duhkhabhavaparamarso vidyatev 
»® katham pratiyogijnanabhavad onubhutah paramrsyate. Ucyate. 
Anubhutam eva sukham Utthitasya anusmaryamanam tatra duhkKabhavarn 
arthapattya gamayati. Tasmat, visistajnanasukhamibhavanupapattigamyau 
jfianabhavaduhkhabhavav iti mantavyam.

f f  Br Up. Vartttkfl, h iv. 300-301. Na susuptagavijnanarji najnasisam,
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experience in sleep ‘1 did not know this’ is ho?-®1- -* 
X‘̂ Mrtembrance. As no interval of time etc. lapses, what is 

invariably with the self (atmastham) cannot be a past event.”
‘ The self does not touch the past, nor is it seen embracing 
the future.”

There is nothing, however, to prevent us from considering 
the experience of Ajnfina and Bliss as due to the relation of 
consciousness with a state o f Ajnana, which comes to an end 
with the rise of any specific mode of knowledge. Hence, 
such an experience, though not empirical, is still not invariable, 
as its object-—a state of Ajnana—ceases to be on waking up. 
Mental traces (samskara) to engender remembrance are thus 
possible.*

It is not by accident that sleep is followed by the 
waking phase; an inherent necessity governs the suc­
cession. The very rise of the Ego is conditioned by the 
experience of the Sal^si, and with the rise of the Ego the 
empirical world is ushered into being. An investigation 
into the relation of the states is identical with the enquiry 
about the knower of the states. Incidentally, we shall 
also be furnishing evidence for the contention that 
ignorance experienced by the Saksi in sleep is the cause 
of the world-illusion.

Iti srttrtih, kaladyavyavadhanatvan na by atmastham atitabhak, Na 
bhutakalaaprk Pratyan na cagamispfg iksyate, svarthadesah parartho 

"rtho vikalpas tena sa smrtah.
* V ivarana, p . 57. The author himself raises the objection and answers 

it, see also V ia . P ram . S am g rah a , p, 60. “Avidyaivoktatrayagrahafea- 
vjttitrayakarena stisuptau vivartate” .

Even the Varttikakara accepts an objective experience in sleep when he 
says ;

“ Na ced anubhavavyaptih susuptasyabhyupeyate,
Navedisam susupte ’ham iti dhlh kim balnd bhavet” .

\ i l l  J  * FALS,TY OF SUBJECTIVE FACTS ^ n r
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y —— A  consciousness confined to one state, cannot know
any state as a state; for it is identical, nay identified, with 
the state in extent and duration. The Ego, if by that we 
understand the ‘I’ present in waking life, therefore, can­
not know any state. A  person stationed at one point but 
bereft of a  knowledge of the surrounding space cannot 
lo ca te  his position; he cannot even know it as a point, 
a  fixed position. Similar is the case with regard to a  
consciousness of tim e; and all our knowledge is  
invariably tinged with a time-sequence. We have per­
force to appeal to a consciousness which is continuous 
and knows all the states and transcends them. But a 
consciousness which knows all states impartially, as the. 
S ik si does, cannot know any state as a state. To do so, 
it has to contrast and relate the states by identifying itself 
now with one state, now with another. A  consciousness 
to which everything is an immediate and present picture 
cannot admittedly do this. A  spectator who does not 
identify himself with a point, with a particular position 
in space cannot make divisions in space relative to that 
or to any point. Everything will be utterly homogeneous 
and undifferentiated. Mutatis m utandis, all these 
considerations apply to temporal divisions, causal 
sequence, substance etc., in short, to any relational mode 
of cognition. The Safysi knows only terms, and even 
then, not as terms in a relation, but as essences in their 
intrinsic character.

W e seem to be faced with an impasse; the Ego, con­
fined as he is to one state, cannot know the states, not 
even the waking phase; the Sak?i is equally powerless, 
as he knows everything wholly, impartially and 
unrelatedly. A consciousness which is at once transcen-
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T^deritjarid limited appears at first sight incongruous. Facts, 

however, demand such an entity. The Ego (Pramatr) has 
tacitly to appropriate the experience of the Saksi if he is to 
relate and know the states. Technically, the Ego—T  is 
super-imposed (adhyasta) in the Saksi. A  knowledge of 
the whole or the continuum is indispensable before distinc­
tions and divisions can be made in  it or o f  it. The Ego 
identifies himself with a  portion  of the field known in its 
entirety by the Saksi. He takes a position in the lands­
cape, and makes that the centre whence he surveys the 
field. Consequently, he enjoys the advantages and 
drawbacks of that particular post. Such an identification 
with a particular perspective, with a peculiar station in 
life, is wholly irrational and foreign to the impartial and 
infinite nature of spirit. It is only Spirit, be it observed, 
that can do this. In themselves, all the points of space are 
equally central, equally peripheral; no preference can be 
made out for any one of them. Spirit, by identifying itself 
with a particular position, however irrational this may be, 
can make it the centre and the rest the outlying parts.
The very presence of matter is sufficient to call forth spirit. 
Before the ego can be brought into being, there must be 
change and commotion in the primordial homogeneous 
matter—Ignorance— presented to the Sak?i■ A  Vrtti— ■ 
mental modification—arises dispelling the gloom in 
however small a degree; a small portion of the field is 
lighted, according to the nature of the Vrtti, and set 
against the rest of the vast dark back-ground. Spirit 
identifies itself with this tiny lighted portion, becoming 
thereby the Ego. Such a limited consciousness will view 
everything from that peculiar standpoint of the mental 
modification. The experience of the Saksi is viewed, as



liC N ^ B feo w n ’ in contrast to itJS own, which is known 
v^Sr® rast to the lighted portion of the field with which the 

Ego is identified, thanks to the Vrtti, the rest of the field 
is dark, ‘unknown’ .

from the alternation of the ‘known’ and the 
‘unknown’ spring all contrasts, all relational modes 
of cognition. The relation of the known with 
the ‘unknown’ is thus the exemplar of all rela­
tions. Attribute is the character that is actually; 
present, known; substance, not being itself a character, 
is ‘unknown’ , is believed in some sense to be 
beneath the several attributes imparting a unity to them. 
When the cause, the ground, is in the focus of conscious- 

. ness, the consequence is distant, is ‘unknown’ , and when 
the (latter is reached, the ground has already dropped out. 
of consciousness; it is ‘unknown’ . The relation of the 
remembered object to the original is typical and patent. 
Without alternation, without a temporal sequence, there 
can be no relating, no relation. The categories must be 
shown to be constituted in the transition from Saksi- 
bood to Egoity. This will at the same time show unmis­
takably the make-up of the Ego as a composite product. 
Objective characteristics have entered its very soul; hence 
it is termed th e ‘this-not-this consciousness’ .*

Nothing is external to the Saksi; all, including 
Ajfiana, is immediately present. The object is barely 
apprehended, not apperceived; the distinction of subject 
and object is not consciously felt. The Ego arises with 
the distinctions in the objective. For him a good lot is

* Warn anidam rupas cetanah. Bhamati, p. 39, 45, Vivarapa, p. 49,, 
Pancapadika, p. 17.

|  .FALSITY OF SUBJECTIVE FACTS.
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8 Sma11 fringe alone being immediately pdfe/hM 
^ a p p ro p r ia te d  by him. At no time is the externality 
absent. The very quest for truth implies the existence of 
an object, as an ideal to which ihe mental content tries to 
conform. This externality is sought to be bridged in 
cognition through interpretation and memory, in action 
through motion. Prom the admitted externality of object 
to thought, it follows that the thought object has parts, and 
these pans are external to one another. Any appearance 
—what is immediately present to thought—is interpreted 
as belonging to, or inhering in, something else, in subs­
tance not actually within the field of intuition. There is 
thus no object of the Ego without this diffusion of centre 
and outlying parts. Substance has parts and constitutes 
a physical space. Inversely, what has no parts cannot '  
be external to thought. Pure Being (Brahm an) which is 
simple and unitary is not external to thought; it is one 
with the latter.

The distinction of parts in the object involves the 
belief in its existence at different moments. If in attend­
ing to one part the rest were totally out of consciousness, 
or were thought to lapse, no apprehension of parts will 
arise; the attended is not a part of any existent. Not only 
is fluctuation of attention on the part of the observer 
■implied, but the various parts successively surveyed must 
be thought to exist in all the moments of the survey. 
When I call an entity identical with, or similar to, the one 
perceived earlier, 1 posit unawares the validity of memory.
A  temporal sequence is implied in this primary memory.
An all-embracing and unflagging attention cannot make 
any temporal distinctions. Spirit must be wedded to an 
antah-karana, the stable mechanism which stores up the



experience; it directs and reflects the light of the 
spirit in restricted but clear-cut grooves. A ll these dis­
tinctions and divisions, limitations, arise within a whole 
continuous presented field. An experience of the o b je c t  
as a w h o le  in the totality is the necessary a p riori condition 
of there being the consciousness of parts etc. The 
experience of the Saksi is thus logically prior to that of 
the Ego. It may sound paradoxical, but it is warranted 

- by the considerations already urged, that in knowing the 
states, in knowing anything relatedly, both omniscience 
and limitation are inter-twined. The Ego has to ground 
itself upon the Saksi; it is wrongly identified with the 
latter; without the Saksi no ego is possible; the former 
however continues invariably whatever vicissitudes may 
overtake the latter,* The T  is thus a conditioned pro­
duct; it is called the first illusion.f In surveying the 
intuited field alternately, now from one point and now 
from another, in going to and fro, memory is indispens­
able. The Ego cannot be a mere passing state, but it 
is fairly stable. The stability of the Ego is 
but the stability of the instrument (antah-karana) ;  
the efficiency or otherwise of the latter characterises the 
ego. Eternal and timeless being of spirit becomes a 
duration in tim e; the infinite by becoming the ego 
acquires ‘a local habitation and a name;’ it is subject to 
the limitation of time, space and other egos and matter.

If the arttah-karana is the very constituent of the 
ego, the body is a quasi-permanent adjunct. With the

* The superimposed, the illusory, is less extensive than the real ground 
•of the illusion. Sarnksepasariraka, I, 27 ; Adhyastam alpa vapuli. 

f  “ Ahamiti tavat prathamo adhyasah’ * Pancapadi\a, p. 5.

' G% \  *

FALS.FEY OF SUBJECTIVE FACTS ^

12



the body alone are the further appropriations—  
me and mine possible. ‘Me’ is the tangible bodily 
form in which we appear to others and to ourselves; 
‘mine’ caters to our rapacious instinct for possession. 
It is not necessary to pursue the chain of identification 
and appropriation any further. Whatever comes in the 
way is pressed into service, is appropriated; but this 
appropriation has to be paid for. With the accretion, 
and decrease of the possessions, the self feels—appears 
to feel—happy or otherwise. Enough has been said to 
validate the contention that all the later modifications— 
the Ego included—arise as limitations of a primary 
undifferentiated continuum; at each stage spirit identifies 
itself with objective facts.

Whose are the states? To essay an answer to 
the question we must determine the relation of the states 
to the self. This requires both of them to be presented 
simultaneously. The Ego (the Pramatr), confined as 
he is to one state, cannot own the states, even the waking 
phase. The possessor should be more extensive and 
enjoy an existence that is not entirely taken up by the 
possessed; the distinction between them cannot otherwise 
be made. The Sal^si does extend over all the states; 
he knows their emergence and cessation—the succession 
of one state by another. Impartial to and unaffected by 
the coming and going of states, he is not the owner; he 
does not identify himself with any or all the states. To 
assign any possession to the pure self, it is necessary, 
as already shown, for it to behave as an object. The 
states must belong to some intelligent being, to conscious­
ness ; the latter, however, is incapable of sustaining any 
real relation with them.

f t  f j| & 8 ^  | ' FALSITY OF SUBJECTIVE FACTS ( j Q T



To conclude :
1. Subjective gacts are hybrids sprung from the

§ illegitimate union of spirit with objects. By itself, spirit 
has no states; there is no state without an object 
being present, without an identification with some object. 
Some U padhi or other is always to be had in these states. 
Difference in the states is traceable to difference in the 
U padhis. In the waking phase, the antah-karana is 
the U padhi, in dreams the same in a subtler and attenuat­
ed form, while in sleep only ignorance—undifferentiated 
and homogeneous—is present. In virtue of a relation 
(sam sa rga , tudatmya) with these, the pure spirit becomes 
successively the Saksi, the dreamer and the Ego 
(Pramatr); all these objective accretions are foreign to 
spirit.

2. Where there is no object there is no state. The 
Turiya, the highest ecstatic state, therefore, is not a state 
of the se lf ; it is the self itself, for no assignable object is 
present. A  state we defined as the phase that is 
transcended, passed over; the self cannot pass out of its 
own nature.

3. There can be any number of Egos, as any 
number of upadh is ( = antah-karanas) to condition them 
are available. Their distinction too is tenable. The Saksi 
however is: one; the nature of his upadhi—ignorance—is 
such that no difference can be made in it.*

4. The experience of the whole, as furnished by 
the Saksi, is indispensable for a knowledge of the parts, 
for relations. For the functioning of the Ego, the Saksi 
is necessary; the converse, however, is not true.

* See Section 6.

v\
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• - • "-'';'5 . Though the experience of the Sa^si is drawn 
upon heavily and invariably, it is only as Egos that we 
can know the states as states; the existence of the Sa\si 
itself is known explicitly only by the Ego.



5

Illasoriness o j  Objectivity

Object is what is meant,” what is comprehensively 
expressible as this (Idam). It is the content of know­
ledge. The most obtrusive objectivity is encountered in 
sense-perception; in the higher psychical states, in 
concepts, in images and the like, it is found in a subtler 
and less tangible form. Objectivity is present wherever 
there is scope for doubt or any liability to err. Though' 
not amounting, in any sense, to a strict definition of the 
object, this may help us to identify and describe 
it. Subjective facts, we saw in the previous section, are 
constituted by the relation of the Spirit with the objects; 
they are relational properties. We could decide their 
untenability on the incompatibility of any relation 
between the two. The Spirit has, thus, no states. A 
consideration of the status of the object, kept in abeyance 

. so long, has to be taken in hand.
What is meant by the illusoriness or reality of the 

Object ? It is readily seen that the reality of the object 
cannot be constituted by its being \now n. Any state­
ment, in that case, will be valid; the ‘rope-snake’ will 
cease to be illusory. The distinctions ‘true’ and ‘false’ 
w ill vanish, for even the palpably false is known. The 
question therefore resolves itself into an examination of 
the claim of the object to exist as an independent 
or dependent reality. If the object were independently 
real—as it is universally believed to be—it should enjoy 
an existence other than that of the subject or knowledge.

' «0* X  t
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X;̂ Q -^ e r t  this is to assert the distinction or difference of 
the object from the subject. Objectivity is thus bound 
up with the tenability of differences, especially the 
subject-object difference. The Vedantic contention 
about the illusoriness of objectivity shall require the 
showing, in the first instance, that objectivity is bound 
up with differences, and secondly, that they are unten­
able.

A ll conceivable differences can be brought under two 
heads:

(i) the difference of the object from the subject or 
knowledge;

(ii) and the differences in the objective i.e . differences 
of objects from one another.

A  third kind may be sought to be foisted upon us 
by contrasting either the subject or the object with the 
unknowable. The difference between the known and 
the unknown, however, is itself a difference in the 
objective, as the unknown is in some way known. If it 
is utterly unknown, its relation to the known is 
also unknowable, is not significant. W e are thus left 
with only two differences. And these are interconnected 
in such a way that the abolition of the one by necessity 
leads to that of the other. Based on these and assuming 
their validity are the several sciences and the disciplines 
of Logic and Epistemology.

The difference between knowledge and object 
is pre-supposed in all differences between objects them­
selves. A ll objects, qua objects, have to be different 
from, knowledge, whatever other characteristics they may 
possess or not. To cognize determinate objective 
differences, it is necessary that objects should be distm-
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^ ^ T ^ k J i e d  from knowledge; only then, can they be 
•compared in one plane of existence and their differences 
noted. This is well expressed by saying that differents 
(e.g. A  and B) are also different from knowledge; neither 
of them is identical with knowledge. If at least one of 
them were identical with knowledge, its difference from 
the other cannot be evidenced; for no act of cognition 
performs the impossible feat of knowing the object and 
at once knowing that as different from itself. Unless 
objects were different from knowledge, they cannot be 
differents to each other, it also follows that the differ­
ence of A  from B or vice versa is not on a par with their 
difference from knowledge. For, the latter difference is 
common to them both, while the former is based upon 
their possessing a .specific nature as A  or B. The differ­
ence of object from knowledge may be considered the 
first act in the drama of objectivity.

The discipline that is concerned with objects 
in general is Epistemology. The problem for it is : “ what 
are the pervasive features, if any, of a ll objects irres­
pective of their differences ;” it has to do with the a priori. 
Epistemology takes for granted the facthood of objecti- 
vity, though the existence of particular objects is a 
matter of indifference to it. It is in the fitness of things, 
therefore, that Kant should have had recourse to the 
thing-in-itself. His purpose was not to question objecti­
vity but to establish the a priori as opposed to the 
empirical. 1 his may not be the accepted conception of 
Epistemology, but it will be admitted that there is a 
scope for such a limited enquiry.

When once the object has come into its own by 
being sufficiently distinguished from knowledge, it

j i  , | |J TLLt'SOIUKESS OF OBJECTIVITY t O ( T
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is found convenient to drop all reference to knowledge, 
and adopt a purely objective attitude. Differences in the 
objective are of two grades :

(i) the difference between the indeterminate and 
its determinations, e.g . the difference that subsists 
between the subject and the predicate in a judgment; and

(ii) the differences between two or more determi­
nate objects.

In Logic, we seem to be engaged with the first, 
with the determination of the indeterminate. Johnson’s 
distinction between the Proposition and the Judgment is 
analogous to what is said here. The proposition may not 
be available, or be known in isolation, yet a difference 
ought to be made between it and the various attitudes— 
affirming, questioning, doubting and denying—that we 
take about it. How else can all the attitudes be referable 
to one and the same theme? “ It would thus be more 
natural to speak of passing judgments upon a  proposition 
proposed in thought than to identify judgment with the 
proposition” . It is possible however to have more than 
one Logic, because the relation between the indefinite 
and its determinations i.e . between the subject and its 
predicates may be variously conceived. It has been taken 
as one of identity (tada tm ya ) or difference or both. 
Difference is of course necessary in any view, but iden­
tity may be thought more ultimate, as providing the 
ground for the differences.* It is conceivable that the 
relation between the two—the indefinite and its determi-

* This might bo taken as the Hegelian Theory o f Judgment, by no 
means, unknown in Indian Philosophy. The SSrpkhya and the Bheda bheda 
Vedantic doctrine prevalent before Samkara are instances o f the view.
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nation—is indefinite; it is equally open to us to regard the 
relation as difference, or identity or both etc.f

ITie indefinite need not figure in our Logic 
the subject stands for one determinate and the predicate 
for another; they are somehow indissolubly connected; 
and this makes the predicate relevant to the subject.* A  
fourth way is to regard the two—subject and predicate—  
as disparate and utterly unconnected; they are thought 
to be together, conventionally or as a matter of con­
venience. This would be to adopt the radically 
empirical standpoint.**

The relative merits of these various theories of 
judgment do not concern us. The purpose of all of them 
is to provide a transition from the subjective to the ob­
jective realm, to the realm of science and everyday life. 
Logic shows the way by which objects get determined. 
Certain characters, the given essences are taken hold of 
and are asserted as belonging to certain others or 
as invariably going with them. This serves to distinguish 
both the character and the substance from others; we can 
thereby recur to them when needed. If none of the pre­
dicates that is ascribed to the indeterminate—the subject—  
were thought relevant, there shall be nothing to distin­
guish it from knowledge. It continues lo be so 
distinguished, as it is thought capable of being 
determined; the possibility is never consciously denied.

f  The Jaina theory of Anekanta Vada or Pluralistic Indeterminism 
advocates this theory of Judgment.

* This seems to he the common sense standpoint, so admirably- 
represented by our Nyaya-Vaisesika System.

** The Humian and in a better sense the Buddhistic position corresponds 
to this theory of Judgment.



Some particular object or predicate may be doubted, 
denied even; but belief in objectivity continues unless the 
very basis of it is negated. It is vital, therefore, that the 
indeterminate should own some or any of the determi­
nations ascribed to it. The bare distinction of the object 
from knowledge, presupposed by Epistemology, is main­
tainable, only if the object gets further differentiated into 
the character and the characterised etc. Logic is thus on 

the one hand a justification of Epistemology, and on the 
other it is the starting point for the Sciences.

It is never justified or questioned by Science that 
things are determinate, and that they act and react in a 
definitely assignable manner. Its function is to observe 
the several reactions of determinate bodies in the physical 
and biological realms, and to codify and generalise the 
observations for future use. Scientific procedure, it 
might be held, proves—but does not assume—that things 
are determinate etc. Things are determinate and diffe­
rent from one another, because different bodies react 
differently in identical circumstances, or the same object 
under different conditions reacts differently. Little reflec­
tion is needed, however, to see that Sciences deal with 
determinate objects, for how else can they Vary the 
conditions, if the conditions themselves were not |p 
determinate enough to be isolated and substituted. I he 
dictum that every body acts in a specific way under 
specific conditions is not proved, but is taken a priori.

The two disciplines—Epstemology and Logic and 
the Sciences, in short, any enquiry that has to do with 
objects, proceed on the assumption that the aforesaid 
differences are facts; at best, they are taken as postulates.
It is not the province of Science or Logic to validate or to
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Xlquestfbi them. Only a self-conscious discipline—meta­
physics—can deal satisfactorily with these assumptions. 
Being self-conscious, it questions the very basis of objecti­
vity, and its verdict is final.

The three differences mentioned above being con­
nected, it should be possible, by refuting one, to refute 
others as well. It is not uncommon, therefore, to find 
philosophers questioning causality and other categories 
of Science, leading thereby to an undermining of other 
disciplines. Our procedure would be to show the untena- 
bility of the evidences adduced to substantiate difference.

To take determinate differences in the objective. 
Sense-perception, it is held universally, acquaints us 
not only with particular things but with their specific 
differences from one another, f  Difference shall have to 
be conecived as a quality of things or their very consti­
tuent. If a quality, the difference, like a universal, will 
be present in a ll differents in an identical form. The very 
purpose of difference is defeated. The position is far 
from being improved when it is said that the ‘difference 
of the chair and others’ qualifies the table or constitutes 
it. Each entity, then, would prove a miniature universe, 
a  monad containing all things in the world as its 
accidents.* Seeing a thing, we should be absolutely 
certain and determinate about its difference from others; 
incidentally, we would be spared the labour of acquiring 
knowledge by acquainting ourselves with many objects.

It seems more natural to regard difference as a 
relation, though ‘given’ in perception. Difficulties on this 
view too are no less insuperable. No relation, from the

t  Cf. d tsu k h ,, p. 164. * Ib id ., p. 166.
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..nature of the case, can be given. It would then cease to 
be a relation, leading thereby to a non-distinction of term 
and relation or to an infinite regress. To know that A is 
different from B, I should have known what is B in itself 
before 1 can make it the terminus (the p ra tiyo g in ) of the 
difference. When B is given, therefore, its difference 
from A is not given and vice versa. The position is 
hardly improved by urging that the relation is given in 
two or more successive acts of perception or in their 
transition. Why the second or other successive percep­
tions should be the favoured ones it is not very 
intelligible. The second perception, like the first or any 
other, gives us a picture, acquaints us with the same or 
a slightly different term. The given object does not afford 
any information that it is different or identical with the 
previous ones, or with others. A  creature living from 
moment to moment would not know relations; if they 
were ‘given’ , as terms are, such a  creature too should 
know them. The transition from one state to another is 
not an unconscious fact of experience; and however 
dexterous we may be in catching ourselves, we shall 
never come across a movement. To reiterate Plato’s 
dictum, “ Essences are definite and thinkable; existence or 
flux is indefinite and only endured” . Relation, when 
contemplated, becomes a static picture, a term.

Tile validity of relation rests upon the validity of 
the identity of terms in isolation and the same in rela­
tion. To assert that two or more things sustain a  relation 
of difference, similarity, inherence or even simple con­
tact, we should be in a position to assert that the terms 
existing by themselves apart from the relation in question 
are identical with those occurring in the relation. If A



and B were invariably together, neither of them being 
available without the other, their distinction as terms in 
the related whole, is not tenable and would not arise; 
the relation would not be a relation sustained by terms, 
but a unique, unanalysable fact. The existence of at 
least one of the terms apart from the relation being indis­
pensable, it is readily seen that an identity between its 
occurrence in isolation and that in this collocation shall 
have further to be granted; else two occurrences would 
ipso facto mean two discrete terms. The identity, how­
ever, i.s unprovable, is not .immediately given. The two 
occurrences cannot be given together; when the one is 
‘given’, the other is not present. To rely on memory 
for the identity is to rely on a flimsy reed. Memory itself 
implicitly posits thg validity of the identity of the re­
membered with the experienced object. Occurrences in 
different Contexts, at different times, do not change the 
essence of a term, it might be said. This, however, is 
not susceptible of proof, as it begs the question. Even 
the so-called organic relations do not escape criticism. 
The distinction of parts in an organic whole is based 
either on. the imagined availability of the parts apart from 
the relation, or on the implicit position of identity of some 
parts in one organism with those of others, where the 
parts occur in isolation or with very dissimilar parts. An 
unproved identity is an identification, a  false 
super-imposition.

Relations are thus not given; pure terms too are not 
given. Only in the midst of relations do the terms get 
a setting, an orientation, all their rich meaning and 
suggestiveness. It is equally true, therefore, to assert 
that terms are or are not constituted by the relations.

m  JM.mSOWNBSS OF OBJECTIVITY
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they are not so constituted is proved beyond any 
doubt by the fact that something must be given uncon­
ditionally in itself as an essence, before it can be related 
with others. A  firm footing is necessary before leaping. 
Though this is true of the given term e .g ., the quality, the 
other term of the relation—-the substance is not given, but 
is entirely constituted by the relation. Moreover, what 
is the giv- i character of a term apart from the halo of the 
relations in the midst of which they occur, we cannot 
ascertain to any appreciable extent. A  method, if our 
assertion about the falsity of relations is valid, to get at 
the ‘given’ by eliminating all suggestions and beliefs has 
to be suggested.*

The pretensions of the other sources of knowledge, 
inference etc., to establish determinate differences are 
very poor; one and all of them assume the existence of 
such differences. The most plausible attempt to 
establish universal difference has been made by the 
Buddhistic theory of momentariness, and also to a certain 
extent by the Leibnitzian formula of the “ Identity of the 
Indiscernibles” . The Buddhist, employs the following 
ingenious argument : f  Whatever exists is momentary 
and therefore unique; the permanent is the unreal, the 
non-existent, like the sky-lotus; the efficient alone is real. 
Anything that is efficient (samartha) is so at once or 
never, for why should the efficient w a it; if it does, if it is 
to depend on others to produce the effect, it is certainly 
not the efficient. From this it can be inferred that the 
“ seed in the granary (kusulastham  bijam ) is different 
from the seed sprouting in the field; for the one is effi-

•Inlra : Section 7. t  C ilsukM , p. 206.
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' €R'* t m producing the sprout, which the other is not. If 
the two were considered one, we will be violating the 
dictum : “ What is invested with two or more mutually 
01 P°sed characters is not one” (yo asau v im ddha - 
d i armadhyasaVan na asau ekah) ;  the seed would at 
ot: c e  be efficient and inefficient. An extension of this 
reasoning would prove universal difference.

To decide the mutual opposition of two or more 
characters and their incompatibility in characterizing one. 
entity, it is necessary to know that they are different.
The requisite difference itself cannot be arrived at by 
this very argument, or by any other without involving a  
vicious circle.* We have to fall back upon the percep- 
tion of difference; and this is to begin the story over 
again.

Of the cIifTefence between the indeterminate and its 
determinations, between the subject and its predicates, 
the crucial difficulty is the utter lack of evidence for 
asserting that the subject accepts all or any of the predi­
cates ascribed to it. The relation itself is not given. It. 
is palpably wrong to consider the subject not as indeter­
minate but as determinate, as a character in itself; each 
character being what it is, none can be said to be in 
another, or he predicable of another. The 
indeterminate, though initially and uncritically it is taken 
as a subject, of which some characters are predicable, 
is nought when all predicates, actual or possible, are 
found inapplicable. It is now definitely found to be 
unrelated, illusory. It is not the subject or the predicate 
of any proposition.

* C itsakh i, p. 210.
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- The subject-object difference is more fundamen al
and is the least questioned. It is beyond any reasonable 
doubt that knowledge is not known either by itself or fc>y 
others. It exists in its own right and shines by its or n 
.light. The difference of the object from it is not tenab e. 
There is no object which carries with itself any mark 
that it is different from the knowledge of it. A 
knowledge of object is not a knowledge of its difference 
from the object or vice versa.f Nor is the difference 
given as the object of any special knowledge; even if it 
were, that special object w ill not be evidenced as different 
from the knowlege of it. We shall be requiring another 
knowledge to cognise the difference between that and its 
object, and so on ad infinitum. Generalisation is possible 
here, it might be thought, without completely enumerat- 
in all instances. “ A ll knowledge, qua  knowledge, is 
different from its object, like any one or two accepted 
cases of such difference.” * Is this very inference, as 
a  case'of knowledge, different from its object? This is 
to ask, whether the ‘a ll’ contains the very statement 
itself.** If not, nothing is achieved, as we are faced with 
the same regress. If included, we have here a palpable 
case of knowledge being at once its own subject 
and object. The same criticisms apply to a more general 
argument such as, “ Each entity, qua  entity, is different 
from all others” etc. This militates against the entities 
being conceived as entities; each is just what the other is 
not; everything is unique. Certainly, the knowledge of 
an entity cannot be proved different from the entity. e

f  K handana, p. 150. (Chowkhamba ed.)
* Ib id ., p. 161. ** Ib id ., p. 166.
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Attempts at directly knowing the relation would be 

given up. Implication may be relied upon to evidence 
the difference between knowledge and object. The object 
changes; one object lapses into non-being and another 
conies into being. And for the perception of change, a 
stationary consciousness is indispensable. If of two 
things, one changes and the other is immutable, the 
things in question are essentially different; the change of 
the one and the immutability of the other is untenable 
without their being different. The implication would be 
quite impeccable if we were dealing with anything other 
than knowledge. It must be thought to be present, to 
be simultaneous with one object, and then on the latter s 

‘ lapse with another and so on, demanding at each stage 
an apprehension of their togetherness. And together­
ness is not, for the reasons already urged, a fact of 
experience. “ Stationariness of knowledge” is a 
relational property born out of contrasting knowledge 
with the change of the object; it is not intrinsic to know­
ledge. The letter may be stationary, immutable, but it 
cannot know and characterize itself as stationary. And 
without such characterization the implication is 
inapplicable.

Differences proving untenable, the independent 
existence of- object cannot with any plausibility be 
upheld.

Does the object enjoy an existence dependent upon 
knowledge? To essay an answer to the question, the pre- 

. cise nature of the dependence has to be determined. 1 hat 
the object exists in  knowledge can be proved only if they 
are known as related, as together. 1 ogetherness or corn- 
presence, if it is significant, can only mean objective

* (  JI.LTIS0B1NES8 OF OBJECTIVITY V s t f l
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\' ;C. •' emess. Knowledge then ceases to be knowledge'*
arid has become an object.

1 he object is necessary for knowledge, as it deter­
mines the latter by giving it a content; and it is by- 
knowledge that the content is apprehended. Dependence 
is thus mutual—there being no knowledge without a con­
tent and no content, that is not known. To assert the 
necessity of object for knowledge we must be in a 
position to apply the rule—“ no object, no knowledge’ '.  
Absence of knowledge consequent on the absence of 
object must be known by a consciousness. This latter 
cannot in turn be conditioned, without inviting an infinite 
regress. A ll attempts to show that knowledge is con­
ditioned will but serve to demonstrate its unique 
self-evident character. What is the object in itself without 
knowledge, we have no means of knowing. The relation 
is thoroughly one-side; the object is a  free floating 
adjective (a vivarta) of knowledge. To say all this is 
merely to paraphrase the notion of object, its knownness. 
A ll the Vedantic arguments to prove the, illusoriness of 
the world do but emphasise the ‘knownness’ of the 
object (drsyatVat, jadatvat).* The utter disappear­
ance of the floating adjective is indeed a reasonable 
demand of our assertion that the object is accidental to 
knowledge, that it is a vivaria. The ‘rope-snake’ is 
found to be nothing where it appeared to shine. Object - 
vity, if it were illusory, should disappear, must melt away 
when its illusoriness is known. A ll our declarations of 
its illusoriness—the present enquiry included—do not, 
however, seem to annul the object. The very declaration

* Cf. A doaitaaiddh i, pp. 232 <f.
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stand out as an object when all others disappear. 
I he illusoriness of objectivity demands—if it is to bo 
thorough—that the illusoriness should itself be illusory 
(Mithyatoarmtihydiva). This means that reality is an ever- 
accomplished fact; our sense of its bexng achieved or 
known through our effort is illusory.

Ihe investigation in the above sections might have 
helped us to understand the contention of Vedanta that 
the world is illusory, and that it is a product of ignorance. 
Subjective facts arise out of a covert importation of objects 
and their characteristics in the realm of the spirit. 
Differences being untenable, objects can be said to exist 
neither independently nor dependently.

To sum up:
1. The taxability of objectivity rests on the validity 

of the subject-object relation, and the latter on the pro­
vability of difference of the subject from the object and 
vice Versa, The difference, to be assertible, depends on 
their known togetherness. This would necessitate know­
ledge being made an object. The argument can be 
impugned only by showing that difference is irrelevant 
to the existence of the object, or by proving that 
knowledge itself is an object. The externality or
independence of the object can be questioned only by 
denying its basis. The fundamental principle of Idealism 
must therefore be stated as that ‘knowledge is not known ; 
yet it is indubitably certain, self-evident'. In this form, 
it is exactly antithetical to the Realistic formula, which 
should be stated as ‘knowledge is known* or that 
‘Knowledge of an object is but another object.’ Only on 
such a tacit objectifying of knowledge can the indepen­
dence, and, therefore, the reality of objects be upheld.

v;
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object is visible in another; their independence of 
one another is patent. The usual way of stating the 
Idealistic formula, Esse is pe rc ip i ,  is ambigious and 
misleading.

2. The admission of objects leads necessarily to 
differences in the objective, as the character and the 
characterised etc. If all objects were indeterminate and 
homogeneous, to speak of them in the plural is without 
justification. A ll objects being identical, they will 
together be one with knowledge in extent and duration. 
Neither knowledge nor the object would change, yield­
ing place to anything new. A  difference between the 
two based on the more or less extensity of the one or 
the other cannot be apprehended if both were invariably 
and unalterably present. No spatial limitation is possible 
or apprehendable without temporal limitation. No 
relation, no difference, is conceivable, if at least one of the 
relata were not available apart from the relation. 
The indeterminate, if it is to be accepted as an object, 
must therefore issue in differences. It is not by accident 
that Ajhana is the cause of the manifold of plurality 
Prapan ca ;  it must change and multiply. Every given 
object is therefore taken as in some way connected with 
others not given, engendering thereby relations of subs­
tance and attribute, whole and part etc. W e have tried to 
indicate that no relations can be given. The corollary 
that is to be drawn from this is that there is no unitary  
o b j e c t .  An object, to be distinguishable from know­
ledge, must always issue in differences, into parts external 
to one another and to thought. And this must go on 
ad  infinitum. To support an initial he, we have to 
continue lying. The object, hence, is conceived
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'  115 Vedanta as limited (paricchinna) in space, tin-m
and by other entities.* Inversely, if an object’ were 
unitary, it will not be external to thought; no difference 
is possible between it and knowledge. An absolute 
identity therefore exists between Spirit and Brahman— 
(Pure Being) which is infinite and has no parts.

It also follows that unity is not an object of thought. 
No object, qua object, is unitary; to seek for unity in 
the objective is to pursue a chimera. Knowledge, 
consciousness alone is truly infinite and unitary— 
Akhanda. Nor is unity constituted by the relation of 
subject and object, as held by the Hegelian, count­
enanced by Vedanta. If it were an object, it would not 
be unitary, for the said reasons; if it were merely the 
subject, then it is not a unity of subject and object.

3. Onee"we consciously abolish the several unreal 
differences by an all-embracing negation, absolute 
identity would result; there would be nothing to prevent 
the ever-present identity from being realised as a  fact.

Reference.—Difference (Bhcda), as it constitutes the -world (Prap an ca), is 
vehemently and invariably refuted in all Vedantic treatises. The 
best and moat original refutation is to be found in K handana, 
1st Pariccheda; also in CitsahJii, 2nd Section and Nyaya* 
m a\aranda, 1st Section.
For a thorough treatment of the subject-object relation, see 
A dvaitas iddh i, pp. 453 ff. (drgdrsya-sambandhabharigah).

* Cf. A dvaitas iddh i, p. 315 :  Paricchinnatvam api hetuh. Tac ca 
deaatab, kalatah, vastutas ceti trividham.
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Ajnana— O ne or M any

Ajnana, to gather from what has been said, is not 
absence of knowledge; it is wrong knowledge or belief 
in things ‘not existing where they are presumed to do 
*o.’ Belief persists and engenders other beliefs till it is 
dissipated by right knowledge. Things of the world 
arise as sequences of the fundamental belief in the reality 
of the object. This is M ulajnana; it has no traceable 
beginning or logical explanation. Itself a beginningless 
illusion (anadya c lhyasa )’, it is the cause of a ll others.
Like a wedge driven in a seamless piece of wood, or 
like darkness intervening between the knower and the 
known, Ajnana ‘creates’ differences where none exists 
in reality. And the primordial difference is the one 
between subject and object; what is infinite is sundered 
into a mutually opposed duality. Though presupposed 
by thought, no tenable evidence is found for it. There­
fore, a knowledge of it was pronounced mere ‘belief’ or 
error. Questions about error, ‘Who is erring? What is 
it about?’ are, thus, intelligible. The determination of 
the oneness or otherwise of Ajnana depends on the nature 
of its locus (Asraya) the person deluded—and the 
object {Visaya). Difference in knowledge is made on two 
grounds—on the difference of the knowing minds and on 
that of the objects known. As a species of knowledge, 
difference in ignorance is traceable to one or the other 
of these grounds.

Can the Asraya (locus) of Ajnana be m any? t n m a  
fa c i e ,  it would appear that there is nothing to prevent a



n“Ihber of Persons from being deluded at once 
b y  some identical false belief; collective illusions 
are not uncommon. The conception, of the Asraya 
does not, however, favour a plurality of ignor­
ance on that account. By ‘Asraya,* we must un­
derstand a self-conscious centre, the subject that 
is aware of his ignorance. Without such awareness 
no discussion about Ajnana could have been initiated; 
a denial too of Ajnana is not possible. The subject, 
aware as he is of ignorance, is not subject to its sw ay ; 
his self-conscious nature is absolutely unimpaired; 
technically, it is ‘uncovered’ (anavrta) by ignorance. 
Always a subject and never an object, no characters, no 
limitation can pertain to consciousness. Ajnana, known 
as an object, caijnot be said to b e lon g  to  consciousness, 
or be in it. But what else can be the locus of Ajnana 
except that which knows it? It is not known to exist 
elsewhere. The relation of Ajnana to consciousness is, 
thus, one-sided. The relation though unreal, does not 
require any other ignorance to bring it about, as 
this would lead to an infinite regress. With Ajnana its
relation to consciousness is ip so  fa c t o  given,* The two__
Ajnana and its relation—constitute one and the same 
fact; the very nature of the object necessitates its relation 
with consciousness.

Can there be many self-conscious centres? On the 
plurality of self-conscious centres rests the plurality of 
Ajnana. It is commonly held—and there are Vedantic 
writers too to support this belief—that the Egos, Jivas 
are the seats of A jnana; they only suffer from i t ; only

* Sctmk,&epa~sariraka> I, 52, 53 , 55.
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''•''■•4l^r"need liberation. The great Vacaspati Misra is 
credited with the doctrine that the Jivas are the lo c i  of 
Avidya, while the absolute (Brahman) is its object 
(jitiasraya brahmavisa ya  av idya). On  the accepted 
plurality of the seats of ignorance is the liberation of souls 
explicable; those individuals that acquire a knowledge 
of their identity with the Absolute attain liberation ; others 
remain in bondage. Otherwise, with the acquisition of 
knowledge by one, others should, eo ip so ,  be liberated. 
Or, we should suppose that none has attained Mukti till 
now. Neither of these alternatives is plausible. It is 
but reasonable to hold that in a ll the ages past one or 
two individuals—at least the teachers of Vedanta—did 
attain salvation; and if with them the rest of the world 
had shared the benefit gratuitously, we would not have 
been here to discuss the plurality of the seats. If none 
had attained Mukti, it is futile, if not presumptuous also, 
to hope that an acquisition of knowledge will lead to any, 
better result in our case. A  variant of this ‘Jlva-locus 
theory is sometimes advocated. Ignorance, though one 
like a  universal (jati) has many seats, like the universal 
inhering in many particulars (vyakti). When one 
individual acquires knowledge, ignorance leaves him but 
continues as before in others. The universal abandons 
that particular (vyakti) which is destroyed, but is 
available in others.*

The difference between self-conscious centres that is 
requisite for their plurality must be made on some ground

*  In an admirable dialectical passage in the Sam foepa-sdriraka  seven 
views about Ajnana are mentioned and all of them are refuted. See I!
132-138.
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- Smer than the possession of ignorance itself. Is the 
difference to be apprehended by right knowledge or 
by a false one, or immediately through consciousness ? f  
If by right knowledge, it is certain that the different self- 
conscious centres are merely objects of one centre; as 
objects they cannot be selves or self-conscious. Besides, 
the differences and the ignorances would become real 
and irremovable. If a plurality of self-conscious 
centre is only apparently, falsely cognized, then in. 
reality there are not many self-conscious entities. 
And it is not a fact of experience that many 
self-conscious centres are immediately patent to me. 
Without importing tacitly, none the less illegitimately, 
bodily limitations into the realm of Spirit no difference 
between self-conscious centres can obtain. The conclu­
sion can be reiterated that only the undifferentiated self- 
conscious spirit (nirvibhaga citi) is the seat of ignor­
ance ; and it is one.* A conditioned product—one that is 
logically, if not temporally, posterior to Ajnana, the Ego 
cannot be its seat. A ll the great Vedantic writers are 
agreed in declaring this.**

In adducing evidence for Ajnana reliance was placed 
on such experiences as : 'I was not knowing anything in 
sleep’ , "I do not know myself and others' etc. These 
statements prove that the T  or the Ego is the seat of

f  These are the very alternatives stated in Sam Sari, II, 147.
* The famous sloka o f Sarpl^sepa-sariraf^a, L 319, also I. 21, II. 212 etc, 

AsrayatvavisayatvabhaginI nirvibhagacitireva kevala; purvasiddhatamaso* 
hi pascimo naarayo bhavati napi gocamh” .

** Vivarana, p. 45. Advaitasiddhi, pp. 577 ff. Madhusudana Sarasvatl 
.has tried to justify Vacaspati's view on the contention that Jlvas being Anadi, 
there is no Anyonyasraya either in the origin or the continuance o f Jlvas- 
and in their being the seats of ignorance.
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Ajfiana. It cannot also be denied that the Ego is conscious 
of his ignorance, as none else is. This seems to be the 
view of Samkara too when he asks, ‘whose is this ignor­
ance’, and answers, ‘it belongs to you who ask me’ .* 
The close and almost inalienable association of the T  
with Avidya, with the Upadhi, is however to be explained 
m two ways. A ll the undesirable consequences arising 
out of a contact with Avidya falls entirely to the lot of 
the Ego. I he reflected image alone is distorted in size 
and shape due to the faults of the mirror— U padheh  
pratibimbapaksapatitvat. Thanks to the limitation en­
joined by the Upadhi (Antahkarana), Spirit, as the Ego, 
knows itself to be limited, and is subject to the limitation 
of Space, Time and other entities. An impartial specta­
tor, Saksin merely intuits. Though Ajfiana belongs to 
him, it is only the Ego who knows explicitly that he is 
ignorant.f In a very legitimate sense can the Ego be said 
to be the legal heir to the ignorance of the undifferentiated 
consciousness. Secondly, it is only the Ego that can dispel 
Ajniina ;f  the Saksin, as alreadly seen, is not hostile 
to its presence. •

Ignorance is not many on the basis of the plurality 
o f  its seats; there is the other ground—the object 
{v isaya ) on which it can be many. With knowledge, 
the object is what is ‘meant’ , the content actully present 
in it. The case is different with Ajnana. The real object 
never appears in illusion ; and what appears is cancelled 
subsequently by knowledge. When we perceive the 
‘snake’ we are ignorant of the rope, for a knowledge of it

* Br. Sutra Bhayya, IV, i, 3 : "Kasya punar ayam aprabodha iti, yas tvam 
prcchasi tasya te iti vadamah” .

f  S a m k v e p a - s a r t r a k a ,  M. 164 , 165.
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cancels the illusion. 71i.it alone is the object of ignorance 
which, when known, cancels the illusion. The object of 
ignorance is identical with the real basis of illusion— 
Adhisthana. Though known only subsequently, the 
object is prior to the occurrence of the illusion; without the 
Adhisthana no illusion can happen. The rope must exist 
and be apprehended, however vaguely, before it can be 
mistaken for the snake. Otherwise, a knowledge of the 
rope should have nothing to do with the dispelling of the 
illusion or the vanishing of the ‘snake’ . The object of 
ignorance is an accomplished fact—a s iddhava s tu ;  
it does not change with the illusion or its cancellation, with 
the appearance and disappearance of the ‘snake’ . When 
the rope is known it is invariably coupled with the 
conviction that it has been there, and could have been 
Been but for our fault, ignorance.

There is unanimity of opinion with regard to the 
object of ignorance. Brahman or the absolute undiffer­
entiated consciousness (nirvibhdga citi) alone is the 
object. A  knowledge of Brahman alone cancels the 
world-illusion. Posterior to the Ajiiana which conditions 
them, empirical things, severally and together, cannot be 
the objects of ignorance. The considerations urged in the 
previous sections might have helped us to understand their 
iliusoriness; they seem real till the reality for which they 
are mistaken is known ; they are conditioned by the ignor­
ance of the real. Only the unconditioned, the self- 
evident can be the object of ignorance.*

Not falling within the judgment, Reality is the 
ultimate subject to which all our judgments refer; it is

* Sarpk.§ep(t-aarirak.<*> I. 319.

A JN.fANA —ON® OB MANY ^ | j  j



A y ^ ^ S s  . s~^
(if  I f p M l  AJNANA—ONE OR MANY V f i T

k^/ JL J
of our endeavours—intellectual and practical. 

Difference is possible on a basis of identity; different® 
as subject and object are differents of a pervasive identity. 
Every time we know an object this identity, apparently 
sundered, is made manifest, vindicated as it were. 
Duality, though to a limited extent and duration, is over­
come, transcended.

fhe a priori condition of any object being known is 
its identity with the knowing consciousness.* Nothing is 
truly external to thought; the remotest object is within it, 
else the object w ill be a sheer non-entity. It is quite in 
keeping with the sole reality of the Infinite-consciousness 
that it is conceived as threefold, the subject-consciousness 
(pramatr-caitanya), object-consciousness (Visaya-caita-
nya) and knowledge-consciousness (pramana-ca itanya ). 
Only the limitations (aOaccheda), which are accidental, 
differ, not the underlying reality. This unobtrusive and 
pervasive identity escapes us ; space in which finite bodies 
move and have their being is quite unnoticed, the bodies 
engrossing all our interest and attention. Pure Being 
which provides, as it were, the plane on which entities 
can appear is neglected, as it serves no practical purpose 
of ours. W e have everything to do with specific objects 
and nothing at all with Pure Being. There is no know­
ledge, however mean and poor, in which Reality or unity 
is not incipient. I he function of any empirical psychosis 
(Vrtti) is conceived by Vedanta to consist in removing 
the limitations intervening, or in manifesting the ever­
present identity between subject and object. But the 
identity thus brought about by the Vrtti is by its nature

* Advaitasiddhij, p. 489. V edanta P aribh aaa, pp. 47-8.

> -V i jj k  ̂ e x< s  ̂ t ’ ,» ' * '  ̂l j‘ jini v* ,
. .  11. , ’
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(atiacchinna). When we know the flower or 
the table, the Reality (consciousness) as determined by 
the empirical objects is known. It is not possible 
to experience Reality as infinite by having a number of 
perceptions of empirical objects, or by collecting them, 
i he infinite thus achieved is spurious; it is a sort of end­
lessness, mere repetition, not a true whole. Only a 
knowledge in which the empirical determinations do not 
appear constitutes the experience of the infinite— 
Akhanda; that alone cancels the world illusion.

From the foregoing, it is inevitable that the locus and 
the object of ignorance should not only he one, but be iden­
tical. The real object of ignorance must not only be prior 
to ignorance, but be indubitable, undifferentiated and 
perfect. A ll thes$ conditions are satisfied only by 
consciousness which, we have seen, is the seat of ignor­
ance. A  difference between the locus and the object of 
ignorance would necessitate the acceptance of two reals.
Both of them cannot be independently real. Conscious­
ness, as the locus of ignorance, shall in any case have 
to be real; without knowledge it is not possible to know 
any other as real, even if the latter were independent of 
knowledge. Self-evident knowledge alone is real. How 
can the self-evident be ignorant, not know itself? It is 
like asserting that darkness and light work in unison. 
Either the self-conscious is not ignorant, or what is 
ignorant is not self-conscious. No such opposition, how­
ever, holds between the self-conscious spirit and ignor­
ance. The spiritual function of intuiting is equally and 
invariably present whatever be the object.* On the

*ViVarana, p. 43; Adoaitasiddhi, p. 537. “Paripurnadyadyakarena 
idanim vyavaharabkave 'dpi, aparoksa-yogyavyavaharasyanapayat.”
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' • contrary, the experience of the Saksin bears evidence to 
the presence of Ajnana. What is hostile to the latter Is 
a specific knowledge of the real. This is always a parti­
cular mental modification— Vrtti—a conscious exercise of 
reason having a definite beginning in time. It is a self- 
condemned narrowness to think that Spirit in knowing 
anything other than itself, in knowing matter, ceases to be 
spirit. Spirit is tolerant and hospitable.

A  more serious objection is the incompatibility 
implied in one indivisible entity being at once the subject 
and the object of ignorance. It was urged in the previous 
sections that ignorance is known as an object by Spirit 
{the Sak$si); it is now declared to have Brahman for its 
object {Vi sa y  a).. And Spirit, being identical with 
Brahman, is thus at once the subject and the object of 
ignorance. The self-conscious subject—the locus of 
ignorance—is not subject to the sway of ignorance; the 
object, however, is not known; it is covered as long as 
ignorance continues. To maintain that Spirit is both the 
subject and the object of Ajnana is to say that one and 
the same entity is both subject and not subject 
to ignorance, is both known and unknown. Without at 
least a distinction of parts this incompatibility cannot be 
overcome or even explained. The admission of real parts 
in Spirit is abhorrent to Vedanta. Either the Spirit and 
Brahman are not identical p a c e  the Advaitic doctrine, or 
Brahman is not the object of ignorance, which is itself 
an object of the Spirit. Otherwise, either a  duality is 
unavoidable, or the spirit would be both the knower and 
the known. A ll this runs counter to the accepted 
Vedantic doctrine that Spirit is neither the knower nor the 
known, but an a infinite whole—Prajnana-ghana.
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obiection* however, is based on a  misconcep­
t io n  ; it is in a peculiar sense that Brahman is the object of 
ignorance. Brahman is not a determinate object that is 
set against the apprehending thought. Brahman is ex­
perienced when the world is not known, when no 
determinations appear as contents in knowledge. With 
the falling away of the content, the object in the received 
sense, the subject is the sole existent. To call it ‘subject’ 
then is a  misnomer, for the distinction between subject 
and object does not exist. The Absolute is experienced, 
known’ , when consciousness is infinite and undetermin­

ed by any content. Only on the identity and indivisibility 
of Reality can its division into the subject and the object 
be said to be due to ignorance. The locus and object of 
ignorance are one and identical.*

Its locus and object proving one and identical, 
ignorance too is one—these being the only two grounds on 
which it could have been many. This has very important 
consequences on several leading tenets in the Advaitic 
System. No difference can be made between Maya and 
Avidya, as it is done by certain writers. The conception 
of the Individual (J iva ), the Theory of Perception and 
Error and lastly, the doctrine of Jxvan-mukti—all these 
have to be brought in conformity with the oneness of 
Ignorance. Only the main features of these can be noticed 
here.

[ A  distinction b etw een  A v id y a  an d  M aya  is m ade o n  tw o  

grounds. M a y a f  is the u p adh i o f  the L ord— Isvara— w h o m  it

* V war ana, p, 45.
f  For the conception of Isvara having for his upadhi Maya, iwa© 

i Pancada&i, II. 42 If; Siddhantalcta, pp. 75 ft.
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th e  m ateria l o r  S ak ti, in th e  creation  o f th e  w o r l9 : 

th e  o ther is  th e  U p ad hi o f th e  in d iv id u als. O b jects com m on  

to  all, un like the ‘ro p e -sn a k e ’ that is p ecu lia r to the d e lu d ed  

p erso n , m ust b e  the m odifications o f  M a y a — th e p o w e r  o f the  

L o rd . S eco n d ly , though a n  U padhi, M a y a  d o es n o t d e lu d e  

th e  locus, th e  p erson  b ea rin g  it, as A v id y a  d oes. E xpressed  

in  a  slightly  d iffe ren t fo rm , in the on e  th e  p o w er o f c rea tiv ity  

is p red om in an t (Vikscpu-pradlianyo), w h ile  in  th e  o th er it is 

th e  function o f ’covering' th a t is fo rem ost (Avarrja-prvdhanya).

Not e v e n  a  tittle o f ev id en c e  is a v a ila b le  fo r th e  ex isten ce  

o f  M aya a p a rt fro m  A jn a n a . Is the fo rm er to h e  p ro v e d  on  the  

stren gth  o f righ t k n o w led g e or a w ro n g  on e  o r im m ed ia te ly  

th rough  self-consciousn ess— th e v e ry  a lte rn a tives considered  

w ith  regard  to  the p lu ra lity  o f A jn a n a . The d istinctions o f  

the Lord, J iv a , and B rah m an  con seq u en t on the d istinction  

b etw een  M a y a  and A v id y a  w ould  b eco m e u ltim ate  artel ir re ­

m ovab le ,, if  rig h t cognition  p ro ve s  the d istinction  o f  M a y a  from  

A v id y a ; fo r  n o  subsequent k n ow led ge w ill a rise  to can ce l this 

va lid  cognition . F alsely it m ight be su p p osed  th a t M a y a  is th e  

m ateria l ca u se  o f th e  w o r ld , w h ile  A jn a n a  en g en d ers  on ly  

illusions p ecu lia r  to th e  in d iv id u als. But this fa lse  supposition  

in  v irtu e  o f w h ic h  M aya  is thought to  b e  th e  cau se  o f th e  w orld  

is  m ore p rim o rd ia l and  ex te n s ive ; the M a y a  b eco m es a  c reation  

o f  ray fa lse  supposition , m y  A jn a n a . It is  p a lp a b ly  u n tru e  to  

s a y  that M a y a  is k n o w n  im m ediate ly  th rough  se lf-con scio u s­

n ess. 1 k n o w  d irectly  th a t 1 am  ign oran t, and not th at B rahm an  

o r Isvara h a s  M aya.
W e  m ust, th erefo re , ta k e  courage in  our h an ds a n d  d ec lare  

th a t a ll em p irica l p h en o m en a , all d istinctions b e tw e en  th e  L ord  

a n d  th e  S o u ls , m ind a n d  m atter, an d  e v e n  the d istinction  of *

* Sarnkscpa-iartrakfi, 11. 142 11.

(* (  a.t s a n a  -o n e  <m m a n y  j  ^
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the teacher and the taught are the modifications of one’s own 
ignorance.**

With the oneness of Ajnana the conception of the indivi­
dual (JlvaJ has to be brought into relation. If Jiva is conceived 
as the consciousness having Ignorance as its upadhi, only one 
such entity, from the nature of the case, is possible; others are 
Jtvas by courtesy (Jlvabhasa). Advocates of the “one-soul- 
theory’’ (Eka-jiva-vada), e.g., the author of the Siddhanta- 
muhfdvalt, therefore, very logically start with the one-ness of 
Ignorance and of Self-consciousness.* On this theory, there 
is no mukti for the ‘souls’, as there is only one individual. All 
declarations in the scriptures about the liberation of Vama- 
deva, Suka etc. are to be understood as inducements to achieve 
freedom. Any objection against this theory has to be met on
the analogy of dreams.v\

It is however quite in keeping with Advaitism, without 
at once doing any undue voilence to common sense, to conceive 
Jiva, not as one with the Saksin—the consciousness having 
Ajnana for its upadhi—but as the Ego limited by the 
Antahkarana, a modification of Ignoranee;t the Saksin is the 
original entity (Bimba) while the reflections (Pratibimba) in the 
several Antahkaranas represent the Egos. Ehere can be as 
many egos as there are upadhis to engender reflections. The

** Sam k?ePa6ariraka, II, 163, 170.
* Siddhantam nkiSoah, p. 16. A ta eva ajnanasya Jivopadhitvat, tasya 

•ra ekatvat, tadupahita Atma jlvo bhavann eka eva bhavati id, eka-jiva- 
vadino vadanti. Tathapi babavo Jiva anubhavasiddha iti cet, bhavatu 

tarhi svapnavad vyavastha p. 20.
f  That Jiva is the reflection—Pratibimba—in the Antahkarana is the 

view of the author of the V im rana  and others. On a less generally accepted 
view, Jlvaiis the consciousness circumscribed (avaccbinna) by the Antah­
karana; some difficulties about transmigration and the presence of the 
Antaryamin are encountered hero. See Siililfm n fii/.'r.i, pp, 29 If.

__/ <c "s**--

14  *
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VVY- '"Tigo would thus seem to be doubly conditioned, not only b y  

Ignorance but by its modification—Aiitahkarara—as well. This 
was brought out by showing the indispensability of the Sakifin 
far the E.go. The two are not different entities, any difference 
in them being traceable to that of the upadhis. The distinction 
would ultimately seem to rest on the necessity of barely appre­
hending something, intuiting it, before it can be apperceived. 
And to apperceive is to compare, discriminate and to relate. 
Only a consciousness that, is limited can do so, not the Sfiksin. 
Liberation would mean, for the individual, his ceasing to be an 
ego i.e. ceasing to be a reflection and becoming one with the 
Saksin, the Bimba, final and complete deliverance coming, a® 
on the former view, only on the cessation of the one cosmic 
Ignorance.* It is thus seen that all the doctrinal differences " 
between these two Vedantic Schools are based on the diverse 
conceptions o f Jtva.

Modes of conceiving the jiva will have some signi­
ficant consequences on the Theory of Perception. Jiva, 
in one view, is taken as the consciousness having 
Ignorance for its upadhi; it is therefore all-inclusive- 
(saivagata). On the other, it is the Ego limited by 
the Antahkaraija. Even on the first view, it is possible to hold 
jiva as ’covered’ (aVrta) or ’uncovered’ (anaorta) b y  Ignorance.
If uncovered, a mental modification—Vrtti—is necessary, not to 
illumine things—for the knowing consciousness is present every-: 
where—but to give knowledge a content, to determine 
it (Visayoparaga); difference in content is impossible without 
difference in the Vrttis. If the All-embracing Jiva is covered’ 
by Ignorance, the function of the Vrtti is to rend the obstructing 
medium to enable consciousness to shine forth (Avaranabhi-

* Bhfiyascante visva-mayanivrttih.

Yf
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btaava). O n  the m ore h om ely and genera lly  accep ted  concep­

tion  o f J iv a  as the Ego lim ited  b y  the A n ta h k ara n a , th e  V r tt i is 

req u ired  to  m anifest the ever-p resen t id en tity  b e tw e en  B rahm an  

an d  the Ego. T he id en tity  is n o t a n  o b jec t o f  thought, but is 

th e  v e ry  condition  of an yth in g  being k n ow n . In a  case  o f  

n feren ce  an d  other m ed iate  kn ow led ge, the V rtti d o es not 

each  out to  the ob jects but is confined w ith in , and h en ce  the  

b ject o f in fe ren ce  is  n o t im m ediate ly  given. F or im m ediacy, 

e  Ego (Pram atr), the ob ject-consciousness (V isaya-caitan ya)  

id  the V rtti m ust becom e identical, a t leas t fo r the tim e b e in g ;

1 in ference a n d  other m ediate sources o f  k n ow led ge o n ly  the  
Ttti and the P ram atr a rc together.*

The d octrin e  p f the 'D egrees o f T ru th "  (saita traividhya) 
p en d s en tire ly  on the p lu ra lity  o f A jn a n a . T h e dream -w o rld  

su b lated  e v e ry d a y  on w ak in g  up ; illusions as ’rop e-sn ak e ' 

c. a re  can ce lled  w hile a ll the em pirical ob jects continue as 

efo re . T h e distinction o f  the illusory (Pratibhasika) from  the  

henom enal (V yavah arik a) is feasib le  o n ly  o n  the supposition  

th at the A jn a n a  conditioning the fo rm er ceases, w h ile  th e  p ri­

m ord ia l A jn a n a — the cau se o f  em pirical w o rld  continues, till it 

is cancelled  b y  a  k now ledge o f th e  absolute. C ou pled  w ith  th is is 

th e  doctrine th a t there a re  as m an y  A jn a n a  as there a re  V rtti-  

jn a n a ; ** w ith  th e  rise o f a  p sychosis, a  p articu lar A jn a n a  com es 

to  a n  end. A  p lu ra lity  o f  A jn a n a  is u n ten ab le  fo r  the reaso n s  

a lre a d y  ad d uced ; the various A jn a n a s  are  u ltim ate ly  to b e  traced  

to  one. Som e attem pts to exp la in  the d istinction  o f  th e  illusory  

an d  the em p irica l are m o re  fan cifu l than co n v in c in g .! T h e

A dvaitasiddh i p. 490. For a subtle and more detailed working* out 
of the theory of perception, see A dvaitasiddh i, section "Pratikarnaa 
Vyavastha , and Vcdanta~Paribha§a, chap. I,

** Yavanti jrianani tavantyajnanani. 
x f  SiddhantaleSa, pp. 158; A dvaitasiddh i, p. 490.
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difference between the Pratibhasika (Illusory) and the 
Vyavaharika (Phenomenal), on the acceptance of the one ness 
of Ajnana, is to be conceived as one of degree, not of kind. 
Ajnana is not cancelled (badhita), but is merely put off 
(m vrttiwatram )*)

jrxrk-

•  Vedainta-p&ribhaia, p. 148.



K m  ■ <sl
'Tx

7

-essaf/on o/ A jfiana

I  he concept of ignorance implies its necessary 
cancellation by a subsequent right knowledge; the 
snake is pronounced illusory, because we subsequently 

come to know that ‘it’ was but a rope, and with that the 
illusion collapses. The declaration of the world as illu­
sory—subjective as well as objective facts are included 
in this sweeping declaration—shall remain an article of 
faith if we fail to point to some experience which would 
annul the world entirely. This may be thought 
unnecessary, as we have already endeavoured to show by 
theoretical considerations the untenability of the indepen­
dent or dependent existence of objective and subjective 
facts. If flaws could be detected in the arguments, we 
should rectify them. The reflection in the mirror and 
the bent stick in water can be demonstrated not to exist 
in their apparent form in those places. The persistence 
of the appearances inspite of our reasoned persuasion is 
due to the presence of the respective media—the upadhis.
The world-illusion is akin more to such appearances than 
to the ‘rope-snake* and ‘shell-silver.’ It is forgotten, 
however, that the upadhi in the case of the world-illusion 
is but ignorance, which is as false as the illusion. Other­
wise, a real upadhi enjoying an existence in its own right 
will militate against Advaitism; there shall be nothing to 
distinguish it from the Samkhya. Our arguments and 
criticisms have not been in vain; they have imparted 
some plausibility to the Vedantic thesis about the nullity
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of the world and the unimpaired existence of spirit even 
after its dissociation from the object. The world should 
not even appear; but to all intents it is there as ever.

“A thinking criticism of things”  (manana) is inade­
quate ; thought about Advaitism is not the experience of 
Advaitism. The very thought stands in the way. 
Advaitic theory is but one content, a thesis which—to be 
advocated and maintained—has to be defended against, 
and distinguished from, other theories. And this 
necessitates difference, distinction and flux—Samsara.
To experience Brahman is not to know the world, not to 
be caught in the meshes of relations and difference. This 
is inevitable so long as we remain on the thought-level. 
Thought cannot grasp the infinite, anything truly unitary 
and undifferentiated; it has to sunder everything and 
identify itself with one part, and only then can it relate.
The very best service that it can render is negative, 
thought can realise its own inadequacy to cognise the 
infinite; self-criticism is not inconsistent or insignificant.
“ Is it credible that the absolute truth should descend into 
the thoughts of an Ego equipped with a few special senses
and with a biassed intellect..................Possession of the
absolute truth is not by accident beyond the range of 
particular m inds; it is incompatible with being alive, be­
cause it excludes any particular station, organ, interest 
or date of survey; the absolute truth is undiscoverable just 
because it is not a perspective. * The Ego identifies 
itself with a  portion of the field of intuition, and from 
that particular station views the rest; it is wedded to a 
perspective by its very constitution. The sense of the I

• Santayana, The R ealm  of Essence, aiii.
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is^scaj-cely, if ever, absent from our thought. Even the 
body imposes its sway. In reveries, dreams and specially 
in sound sleep, can the ‘I’ be said to be absent, 
unobtrusive. But the peace and security of sleep is but 
the r eace of the womb; it is but a muffled and initial phase 
of disturbance, confusion, hope and fear. Matter is preg- 
nan't here with all its potentialities; everything is 
supressed, pent up, not annulled. It is drowsiness, not 
contemplation; unmitigated darkness, not intense light.
It is no wonder that anon the world knocks at our door 
^nd ( inds a ready and welcome entry. Sleep is not free- 
^ >m, but bondage without the sense of being in fetters- 
|t is in  no sense an achievement for which any credit is 
due put a most primitive state. To achieve freedom is 
to t r inscenc  ̂ kdldly all limitations which a station now 
ant| here imposes. “ In other words, in order to reach 
p ur e Being (Brahman) it is requisite to rise altogether 
jjpove the sense of existence.” f

A method, a discipline, to achieve freedom by 
abolishing the differences ‘that’ and ‘what’ so vital to 
discursive thought has to be suggested; the successive 
steps, which a method implies, are also to be indicated. 
The spiritual method is, in a sense more than one, opposed 
to the logical and scientific procedure.

For Science, the object is independent of the appre­
hending thought; it is something measurable, repeatable 
and public. The avowed aim of Science is to abstract 
the object, the content, from the knowledge of it, and to 
eliminate all grades of subjectivity—physical, physiolo­
gical and psychical. The percept of a terrestrial observer

t  Santayana, op. c it„  p. 47.
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the moon is vitiated’ by all the kinds of subjecti­
vity. To him it is a small shining disc not much 1 arger 
than the dining plate. And even to the least poetically 
minded, the moon is pleasing and comforting. W h.it is 
the moon in itself eliminating the observer, his per® -)ec_ 
trve, his not over-accurate sense-organs and his 
suggestive and fertile brain is a task for scieilce. 
Anything that is unique, immeasurable and undemcjns- 
trable is, for science, subjective. Knowledge and  its 
relatedness to object are ignored by science or are thought 
irrelevant to the object.

With the admitted externality of the object is another 
feature invariably associated with logical reasoning any 
scientific procedure. It consists in finding the grou Q|: 
any phenomenon in some other; any assertion is Vali<%| 
by resting it upon others better known, and these agT • 
upon others and so on, till ultimately the entire field jg 
traversed, and all the phenomena fall into a coheren t 
whole. Nothing is self-evident, i.e ., immediately and 
unanalysably valid. To be fixed anywhere is stagnation, 
death to scientific procedure: there is no such thing as 
pure contemplation in science; the very soul of it is in 
distraction, flux (Samsara),

The very reverse holds good in the spiritual 
discipline. The initial postulate of science is found 
untenable; and the object is at once reduced to the status 
of a mode, an adjective, of knowledge. The latter, for 
the first time, when the exaggerated importance paid to 
the object is reversed, claims the attention proper to it.
1 he outgoing impulse of thought is restrained; instead, 
attention is fixed, to the exclusion of others, upon one 
object. It is contemplated; it is attended to and appre-
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>2!l-2^mted for its own sake. The appearance is not taken as 
a s y m b o l  o f  something not actually in the fore-ground of 
intuition; if a colour, it is just this colour; if a sound, 
just that very sound. The appearance is not apprehended 
as the appearance o f  something; no hidden relation is  
posited, and hence no misapprehension is possible. 
Everything is known as what it is, inherently and 
unchangeably.

To contemplate is to view things essentially, su b ­
s p e c i e  aeternitatis, not relatedly. When the appearance is 
taken as a quality of some substance in the background* 
attention, due to the emphasis of interest, naturally flags, 
and flows towards the substance. Distraction results. It 
is very conducive to animal life and existence to be alert 
and sensitive to1 the remotest things hidden in the back­
ground. The remotest signs have, by interpretation, to 
be related to entities not in the field. Animal existence 
profits by such sagacity and sets great store by it. 
Science exalts this attitude, and, though seemingly dis­
interested, caters to animal interests. W e are animals 
first and rational beings afterwards. Though natural, a 
related view of things is false. Contemplation corrects 
this inveterate habit of ours to relate, to interpret given 
characters and use them as symbols. Practical interests 
are rigorously eschewed. To contemplate is to be a pure 
intellectual being.

With the contemplative attitude ingrained as a stable 
frame of the mind (nididhyasana) the objects loses its 
diversity; the distinction between the character and the 
characterised does not arise. The presentation has no 
parts, no externality, and hence no relations. No 
difference, therefore, can be made between such an object

>-----.. ■ .yap-1" • 1 ' , ■ .
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which is merely the that —Pure Being and Intuition.
On the sundering of the ‘that’ and the ‘what’ can a dis­
tinction be made in the objective, and on that does the 
distinction between subject and object rest.

[In a very illuminating treatise lwanmak.ti oiceha, Vidya- 
.ranya mentions Flight Knowledge (Tattca-fnana), dissipa­
tion of the psychic dispositions (Vasana kfaU°i), and dissolution 
of the Psychic mechanism—the inner sense (Mano-nasa) as 
together leading to Jivanmukti (Freedom-while-living). The 
three help one another mutually. Distraction is foreign to the 
unchanging and invariable light of the Spirit, traceable as it is 
to the incessant restlessness of the inner sense. Discursive 
thought (Safikalpa, Vikalpa) is the identification of the immu­
table Spirit with the activity of Antahkarana. Distraction is 
fostered by the impulses, mostly blind, hustling us forward in 
the mad pursuit after objects to satisfy the needs of the body 
and the Ego. When insight into the true nature of the spirit 
•dawns, all this is found grotesque and irrational. Spirit refuses 
to be dragged and be made a pawn in the game of others. The 
•checking of impulses (Vasana-k.?aya) results in greater mental 
poise and fuller insight. There is thus simultaneously a gradual 

inwardising of the spiritual functions and a felt dissociation 
from the objective.” Spirit recedes within itself till at last the 
whole process culminates in the utter dissolution of the impulses 
■and the psychic mechanism (Mano-nasa). The 'other' in 
thought disappears; the duality of subject and object is trans­
cended. The experience of Brahman is Akhancja, partless, 
infinite. The avowed aim and method of spiritual discipline is, 
quite contrary to the scientific procedure, to  eliminate all ex­
ternality, all objectivity and reach the infinite.]

I he A khamlartha Vrtti is thus the crowning phase of 
Vedanta—the very acme of human perfection. Here is

' GcW\ : •
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the identity of the self with the absolute experienced in its 
infinite and undefiled purity. We can never sufficiently 
guard ourselves against the mistakes of supposing that the 
identity is an object of knowledge, or that it is a unity o j 
the differents—thought and object. Two different* can 
never be identical; they are falsely identified. The iden­
tity of intuition with Pure Being is achieved by negating 
all determinations (desakalaVastukrtapariccheda). They 
are hybrids constituted of Being and Non-being.
They partake of Being, as they must be something in 
themselves before they could be distinguished from 
others. Determinations, however, partake of non-being in 
a  very eminent degree; it is vital to their existence as deter­
minations that^they should be separated and distinguished 
from the rest. The more specific the determination, the 
more does it partake of Non-being. Pure Being is a  nega­
tion of negations, of Non-being. When an infinity of 
negations, determinations, is denied, an infinity still 
remains. Pure Being is a ll Being and no Non-being.

“Pure Being is pure nothing, a sheer fiction” is a 
common-place held in uninformed circles. Unless Pure 
Being existed, determinate beings could not have being; 
nor could they be comparable in one plane of existence.
Pure Being supplies as it were the very ground for them 
to be, very much like space for the specific bodies , only it 
does this more eminently, more universally. In this sense 
only, all objects are said to exist in Brahman by false 
identification. Such a hospitable, impartial and infinite 
being can meekly tolerate differences; determinations are 
differences of a homogeneous and pervasive continuity. 
Sheer difference without this Being in common between 
the differents is inconceivable. Otherwise, every deter-
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minahon will become unique and absolute, and hence in­
comparable with others, even to the extent of being 
distinguished from them. It is folly to decry and deny 
Pure Being. No difference can be made out between Pure 
Being and Spirit; neither has any character; and both of 
them are self-evident and immediate. They are declared, 
on this account, to be identical. The ‘I* which stands for 
a specific entity must be cleared of its determinations, of 
its non-being, before its identity with Pure Being can be 
realised.

If the world-illusion began with the difference 
between knowledge and object, thought and reality, it is  
m the fitness of things that its cessation should be en­
gendered by an act of knowledge which annuls the unreal 
distinction. In that experience there is no sundering of 
the content and its awareness; it is relationless and 
unitary, having the infinite Ahhanda  for its object.f 
An empirical example of Akhandartha or Pure Identity is 
to be had in recognitive judgments e .g . “ this is the 
same Devadatta (that I saw years ago)” .* The import of 
the judgment does not lie in the identity of the p r e s e n t  
Devadatta with that of the pa s t  or vice versa; the qualify­
ing adjectives—the two times—when emphasised w ill 
militate against an identity. The significance of the judg­
ment lies in the identity of the individual (vyakti) in sp i t e  
o f  the differences in time, i.e . the identity of the substan­
tive (Visesya). Identity is maintainable on the oneness of

f  A \handartha  is defined as “Right cognition which *a non-relational o r 
the meaning that is confined to the subject (literally the substantive-base 
pratipad ikartham atra). C itsukhi, p . 109,

* C f. A dvaitas iddh i> pp. 705 ff.
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Substantive, but not through characters. A  character qua 
character, has to be different from ail others, f he theory 
that identity is possible in difference or because of them 
would be acceptable if difference can in any way be shown 
to contribute t o  identity or be. in it as an integral part. 
Difference cannot contribute to identity, but must a ways 
pre-suppose it. The identity of the subject is presuppos­
ed by the different predicates if they are to re er 
significantly to the same  subject. It is quite possible that 
we may be mistaken about the identity of Devadatta, he 
may not be the same individual, appearances misleading 
us. But. the identity of the person who makes the JU g- 
ment about Devadatta’s identity is necessarily implied m 
his being in a position to make any such judgment false or 
true The ultimate import of any and every judgment, 
according to Vedanta, lies in th e  identity o f  the  
su b j e c t ;  the predicates are its free-aocidental adjective

(UP<1 To "rS iise the identity between the self and Pure

Being is U 1  ~
titv were not a tact it can oevt-t .
already realised, nothing is left for a c h , « t  
Realisation is, thus, a purely subjective a ^ ir  *  is "  g 

< tive in character, consisting, as it does in eschewing the 
sense of unrealisedness, unreal externality.

Representing a total suppression of discursive thmk 
ing, the AkhandMha Vrtii may be denied edl c k

be an in.etfectol achievement; to n g  a f « m  «*

myetic absorption, it “  ^  usually
Pickwickian sense knowledge. Kr 8 „ l^-tween

' taken as the awareness of a  content, a i erenc
them to n g  thongh.

 ̂ I



Navrafeness itself with no content. But unless it is shown 
that the elimination of the difference between content and 
awareness ip so  fa c t o  does away with awareness itself, we 
should persist in calling the Akhanddrtha Vrtti know­
ledge, and we may be certain that an extinction of 
awareness is not cognisable, is not demonstrable.

The purely intellectual character of the achievement 
expressed in the infinite experience is evident from the 
inadmissability of achieving it through moral conduct— 
K arm a .  Nothing new is to be ushered into existence by 
an accumulation of merit. However, any virtue, as dis­
interested Karma ,  is useful as a preliminary. In the 
struggle of the spirit to free itself from the shackles of 
limitation, it is of the utmost importance that any aid 
which breaks down crampedness of outlook should be 
availed of. Benevolence and renunciation are but tan­
gible expressions of freedom from narrow self-interests.
1 o the spritually minded it must appear irrational and 
unjust that the needs of one body, one’s own body, should 
demand and be paid exclusive attention. “ Justice and 
charity will then seem to lie in rescinding this illegitimate 
pre-eminence of one’s own body : and it m ay come to be 
an ideal of spirit not only to extend its view over all time 
and a ll existence, but to exchange its accidental point of 
view for every other, and adopt every insight and every 
interest: an effort which, by a  curious irony, might end 
in abolishing all interests and a ll views” .*

Disinterested K arm a  thus leads to an identification 
with larger and still larger interests culminating in a break­
ing down of the distinction of the moral agent and his

* Santayana, Scepticism  an d  A n im a l F a ith , p, 2!5,
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the ideal is no more external or unrealised. It was 
the force of insight, a persistent fidelity to truth and 
spiritual light that has been the guiding motive in K a rm a ; 
for that alone was Karma  intended.

W ill the spiritual attainment—the union of the Ego 
with Brahman—as a finite event having a  beginning in 
time, constitute a definite object set against the spirit? A 
duality seems unavoidable; objectivity may be exorcized 
away, but the exorcism will remain. When all objects are  ̂
sublated by an all-embracing negative judgment, the very 
negation will be left over. It will but lead to an infinite 
regress without improving the situation, if the negation is 
negated by another judgment and so on.

A ll this rests upon a  mistaken notion of the 
all-inclusive negation. On the analogy of the affirmative 
judgment, it is thought that negation too stands for a parti­
cular content. When 1 do not see any flower-vase on the 
table ‘no-flower-vase’ is not a character of the table or of 
knowledge. It is mere quibbling to say that the table is 
characterised by the negation or the absence of the vase.
This is but a way of expressing the sole existence of the 
table. The existential import of a negative judgment is 
solely that of the subject of negation; a  supposed relation 
of the predicate to the subject is negated. A  negative con­
tent is no content; a negative predicate is but a predicate 
negated of a subject. When the presumed relationship of 
phenomena with consciousness is negated, what remains 
over is consciousness itself pure and undertermined; there 
is no content, no object.

The achievement expressed in the A Chanda Vrtti 
may appear an event in time looking at it psychologically 
from without; the experience itself has nothing in

'CESSATION OF AJNANA ,



it which smacks of the now and here. If it had a content, in 
however an attenuated form, it might get related to other 
events and fall within a temporal or spatial order. In 
such an experience there is no self-gratifying assertion—

I was in bondage, now 1 am free” . To make any such 
self-assertive judgment it is necessary to relate the present 
with the past; this militates against the Vrtti being con­
tentless. After the ’rope-snake’ is cancelled, the memory 
of it does not totally cease to haunt us. This is 
intelligible, because the attendant circumstances continue 
unchanged; our psychical mechanism, egoity and 
memory etc. function as before; hence a sense of contrast 
between the false snake’ and the real ‘rope’ surrounded 
by other real empirical objects is possible and knowable 
by the Ego. The absolute truth, however, is incompatible 
with the existence of the Ego, with a particular station in 
life. The psychical mechanism either ceases to function, 
■consequent on the loss of interest and the lapse of im­
pulses, or functions automatically. ‘ ‘The body may 
subsist afterwards automatically or perhaps generate new 
sensations and dreams, but these will not belong to the 
liberated spirit, which will have fled for good, fled out 
of existence altogether” .* The cessation of the world- 
illusion brought about by the Akjhanda Vrtti is identical 
with Brahmahood, is indistinguishable from it (Brahma 
s v am p a ) .” f

* Santayana, The R ea lm  of Essence, p. 61.
f  The cessation of ignorance is also viewed as Aniryacaniya, or as 

forming a fifth and separate category by itself, the latter is  the view of 
Anandabodhacarya. He takes the ‘cessation’ to be an entity; it is not 
real, as it would contradict Adv«iitism; nor is it unreal like the sky-lotus; 
nor both; nor is it indescribable, for the indescribable has a material

1 : ■ * , 1
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Just short of final release, there is a stage in which 
freedom is consciously felt; it is a foretaste, as it were, 
of the fully liberated condition. The liberated spirit, 
without completely ceasing to be an Ego, enjoys freedom 
while-living (Jivan-mu^ti). Rigour of logic would dictate 
that continuance as Ego is hardly compatible with the 
cessation of ignorance. There is no sense in pretending 
that the roots are severed though the tree is standing. 
There ranges a diversity of opinion about the tenet of 
j lvan -mukti,  some* rigorously denying it, while others 
with no less vigour defending it. It ill-becomes one to 
dogmatise in this matter. Jioan-mukti (liberation while 
living) is a cherished cult and ‘ ‘has always been the goal 
of religious discipline in India and wherever else the 
spiritual life has been seriously cultivated” . The 
continuance of the body and the psychical mechanism 
even after the experience of the infinite is accounted for 
by the continuance of the vital forces (prarabdha-karma) 
that have constituted this body. The forces cannot be 
Stopped all at once. The momentum once imparted 
cannot be withdrawn, though no fresh addition is made 
to i t ; the potter’s wheel or the wheels of the locomotive 
continue to revolve for a while, even after a total break, 
because of the momentum already given. It is held that 
a faint trace of Avidya (Avidyalesa) is left, enabling the 
liberated to exercise benevolence towards those in suffer-

cause like AjSana and this would continue in Moksa too. It therefore 
forms a fifth category. {See Siddhsntale&a p. 499 and SaTt\k.?cpa-sdnra\a,
IV, 12, 13, 14). The author of the A doaitad ip ika  holds that it is a category 
of Anirvacaniya. The cessation does but exist for a moment and then 

vanishes of its own accord,
* E.g. the author of the Siddhantam uktioait.
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ing. There is enough of the wordly touch in the liberated 
to enable him to feel a sense of kinship and sympathy 
with those less fortunate. It is his sacred task to 
enlighten them; the teaching itself has to be handed over 
in unintermittent succession (v id ya sam pradaya ).
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48 I7 a in

%  I0 truth true

300 8 ad add

I0I 17 knowledge knckledge

111 8 facts fact

127 2 leaves us leaves

129 31 niradhisthana nirdhisthana
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