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THE NON-DUALISTIC REALITY OF 

IDEALIST INDIAN PHILOSOPHY 
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In Indian philosophy, the conception of reality has been largely debated upon amidst the 

various schools. This essay seeks to understand the journey through which the non-dualistic 
Idealist schools of Indian Philosophy reached their respective conceptions of reality.  
The schools of Indian philosophy are largely divided into two sections, āstika and nāstika: those 
that believe in the authority of the Vedas and those who do not. The Idealists, or Vedānta school 
come under theāstika schools but are preoccupied principally however with a particular part of 
the Vedas. The word Vedānta directly translates to “end of the Vedas”1The ‘end’ here was at first 

thought to mean only the Upaniṣads, the last literary contributions of the Vedic period. Three 
broadly categorised forms of literature can be distinguished as follows; hymns and mantras 

compiled in different Saṃhitās, i.e., Rg* Veda, Yajus and Sāmas consisting of hymns written in 
praise of deities such as Agni, Indra, Varuna, Mitra and so on; the second was the Brāhmanas 
which contains treatises and rituals that were considered guides for when one entered life and 

was made to perform the daily household rituals; and the last of which being the Upaniṣads 
which discussed philosophical problems.  

 

The very word Upaniṣad means “that which gets man nearer to God” (Datta; Chatterjee 
1939: pp 388). Regarded as the secret teachings or meanings of the Vedas (rahasya). These 
writings were many and developed in various schools or śākhās at different times. Thus for the 
Vedāntans, there arose a need to systematize the various teachings in order to attain the 

harmonious rahasyafrom them. Bādārayana’s Brahma-sutra or Uttara Mīmāṃsā undertook this task. 
This sutra was quite brief and therefore was open to varied interpretation which inspired 

                                                             
* Manipal Centre for Humanities, Karnataka. 
1King R. 1999. Indian Philosophy: An Introduction to Hindu and Buddhist Thought. Edinburgh University Press. Edinurgh. 
Pp 52-57 
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multiple commentaries that aspired to elaborate the doctrines of Vedānta in their own light. 

Saṅkara, Rāmānuja, Madhva and so on were the authors of the chief commentaries which led to 
them becoming the founders of their own schools of the Vedānta.  

The primary question the schools of Vedānta proposes is such: what is the relation 
between God or Brahman and the self or ātman? The Madhva believe that God and the self are 

two separate entities which make the dualistic school or dvaita whereas Saṅkara believes that 
Brahman and ātman are the same, also known as monism, non-dualistic or advaita. Rāmānuja also 

believes in the Advaita thought to some degree but has a fundamental difference from Saṅkara 
which will be elaborated upon in detail later. Rāmānuja’s school is called qualified monism or 

viśiṣṭādvaita.  

The Advaita schools both coincide on two certain principles: one is that God or Brahman 
is absolute and the other being their rejection of all other schools' theories on reality.  
In dissecting these two principles, one is first beset with asking the question of how Vedāntans 
arrived at monotheism. It is clear from the earlier contextualisation of the Vedas that the earlier 
Vedic texts or śrutis were hymns to deities that were then considered to be the realities 
"underlying and governing the different phenomena of nature" (Datta; Chatterjee 1939: pp 392). 
It is argued, therefore, that the Vedas are polytheistic. However, when reading in further detail, 
one remarks that in each of the praises of these varied deities, they are extolled in the hymns as 
"the Supreme God". Orientalist Max Müller coined the term henotheism to signify that the 
raising of the gods to a supreme position was not mere poetic hyperbole but a real belief that the 
various gods are manifestations of one underlying reality. A passage from the Rg-Veda highlights 
this: "The one reality is called by the wise in different ways: Agni, Yama, Mātariśvā”.(Ekkam sad 
viprā bahudhā vadanti…). (Datta; Chatterjee 1939: pp 393) 

From excerpts of the puruṣasūkta, we find a passage describing “the Man was greater still: this 
whole world is a fourth of him” “ruling over immortality” “he covered all the earth and 
stretched ten fingers’ length beyond it.”2 This describes that all existence is conceived as parts of 

one person or puruṣa. This describes the immanence and transcendence of God as well as of a 
supreme reality that God pervades and that God is also beyond. The theological term for this is 
panentheism, where everything is not equal to God, but everything is in God, who is also greater 

than everything. It is thenceforth in the Upaniṣads that this is discussed philosophically. They 

shift the subject of interest from the Vedic deities to the self or ātman. The Upaniṣadic belief that 
there exists an all-pervasive reality which underlies all things and from knowing which (ātman-
jñāna) immortality is attainable. This reality is often referred to as Brahman or ātman, and the 

twoare used interchangeably. Whilst the accounts of creation mentioned in the Upaniṣads do not 

                                                             
2Rg-veda 10.90 (Peterson’s translation) 
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tally, they do maintain that Brahman is both creator and material cause of the world, a reality that 

is indescribable and unthinkable.3Saṅkara and Rāmānuja both reject the realist theories on the 
reality that it is a product of gunas or material elements that combine to form objects (Sankhya), 
or that the world consists of atoms from which matter developed. Both of them agree that an 
unconscious cause cannot produce the world. Where they differ, however, is exactly that the 
world arose out of the one reality or Brahman (or ātman). He believes that within the omnipotent 
Brahman, there exists both acit and cit: unconscious matter and finite spirits. Acit is the source of 

all the material objects of the world and is thus calledprakṛiti (root). This might be similar to the 
Sankhyan belief of it being an uncreated eternal reality, however, Rāmānuja diverges from this as 
he maintains that it is a part of Brahman that is controlled by Brahman just as the human soul 
controls the body. He creates multiple, finite objects as a spider spins his webs. It is through the 
realization of our soul (ātman-jñāna) being a part of Brahman that we are liberated from the cycle 

of rebirth. The world is real, as real as Brahman. Saṅkara, however, denies this plurality of 
Brahman. He asserts that there is only one God and he is infinite. Brahman is compared to a 
juggler who conjures an illusion of the world that is reality. This magical power that allows this is 
referred to as Māyā. He believes that there exists only one real reality. We perceive the world 
wrongly as we ignore the reality and superimpose an illusion. Māyā is therefore said to be of the 
nature of ignorance. Through the teachings of Vedānta, and constant meditation until one 
realises the truth (the removal of ignorance) that liberation is possible. The liberated soul attains 
pure consciousness, untainted by imperfections and attains unity with God.  It is then that one 
can say "I am Brahman".  Though the Advaita Vedānta schools produce many questions within 
the philosophers’ mind about the validity of their arguments, it is clear to see the journey that 
their beliefs have taken from monotheism to their monistic beliefs in reality. 

 

                                                             
3Datta D, Chatterjee S. 1939. Introduction to Indian Philosophy. Calcutta University Press. Calcutta. Pp 387 – 455 

 
 


