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ADVAITA VEDĀNTA : LAYERS OF 
REALITY 
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ABSTRACT 
 

The question of reality is one that has been debated upon by the various schools of Indian philosophical thought 
without cease. For the Idealist school, there exist layers to reality. If peeled away one by one, is it possible to achieve an 
ultimate reality? Can reality have an ultimate at all? In daily life, one is frequently made aware of the dichotomy of 
appearances against reality. Money is but a piece of paper that we conventionally call currency. A photograph of a man is 
also really only paper that has the appearance of a man. Images in a mirror may appear to be real objects but they are but a 
reflection of the same. The distinction between the real and the apparent is utilized philosophically by the idealist school of 

Indian thought, the Vedāntan school, to explain the relation of God to the world, to reality. This paper seeks to explore the 

intricacies of reality through the lens of the Advaita Vedāntan school of thought. To further complicate the notions of the 
illusoriness of reality, we will be analysing the idealist school in opposition with the realist school. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Before we begin, it is important to note that the distinction the Vedāntans make between 

the empirical world (vyāvahārika), which is the phys and the conventional, and the 

transcendental (pāamārthika) i.e. the absolute or irrelative, is merely an extension of the 
difference between appearances and reality. To elaborate on this effect, we see as follows: 

 

II. ABSOLUTISM OF ADVAITA VEDĀNTA: 
 

The basic premise of the Advaita Vedānta school is as follows in this paraprased verse  
by T. M. P. Mahadevan. "Śańkara puts the entire philosophy in half a verse when he says: 

Brahman is real: The world is an illusory appearance; the individual soul (jīva) is Brahman alone, 
not other. The non-duality of Brahman, the non-reality of the world, and the non-difference if 
the soul from Brahman – these constitute the teachings of Advaita.1 

 
The first point that Śańkara makes in this premise is that Brahman or God is real 

(sat). Śańkara conceives the real as the absolute, the eternal being that is Brahman. In like 
vein, Śańkara conceptualises the unreal (asat) also in absolute terms; absolutely nothi,ng. 
Reality is therefore, absolute or singular. To state that there could exist duality, or plurality would 
be to suggest that Brahman is not absolute; this would be a sacrilegious affront to the idealist 

school. A realist, the Nyāya-Vaiśesika would combat this by demanding, what of the 
particularities of the world? The multiplicity and plurality of things? If everything that is real is 
absolute in Brahman, how can an idealist explain the differentiation of the world? For example, 

the Nyāya-Vaiśesika state that there exists a universal essence of an object, which causes and is 
found in the particularities of the empirical world. This essence is not dependent upon the 
particulars;however, it can be acknowledged through the particular. This can be seen in cats as 
they have their many differences i.e. colour of fur, length of tail and so on, when one cognizes 

these entities, despite their differences, one still calls them all cats. This the Nyāya-Vaiśesika 
would argue is because of the essence of the universal that exists within the partic,ular. An, 
idealist however would deny all existence of particularities. This goes against ta he very tenet of 
singularity of God and the absolutism of Brahman. How then do they explain the variation and 
differentiation in the empirical world? In one sense, it is not real as it is anything but eternal. This 

                                                             
1Mahadvan, T. M. P. , Outlines of Hinduism. Bombay: Chetana limited, 1971: 141 
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world is fleeting. Nor can it be unreal as it has some form which appears to any, which is not 
nothing, not a non-entity. A common example of non-entities iisdvaitic works are that of a hare’s 
horn or a barren woman’s son. They are non-existent. If both real and unreal, then, the world is 
but an illusion. This in Sanskrit is sadasadvilakśańa. When one looks upon a rope and 
perceives it to be a serpent, a snake, the snake is neither existing nor is it non-existent. It cannot 
logicallySbe established (siddha). Put simply, one gathers that the objects of the empirical world 
are not ultimat,ely real, however are of a certain order or nature of reality. They are appearances.  
However, these appearances are dependent upon something. This can be ascertained from the 
fact that when perceiving rope to be a snake, the appearance of the snake is dependent upon the 
rope. Yet the rope does not depend upon the appearance of the snake. We will touch upon this 
dependency in further detail later on in the paper. 

The next tenet or statement Śańkara makes is that the jīva is identical with Brahman. What is 

jīva? Jīva is the self, man or soul which is better known amongst all the schools, albeit in their 

own contexts, as Ātman. It is a consciousness of the self that is not illusory like the empirical 

world. This man or soul is central to the vedāntan doctrine. The soul is bound to the body 
because of its karma. As the soul is embodied, it is limited by the constraints of the body. 
However, Śańkara affirms that the body is not real. He accepts that the identity of the soul is 
Brahman and explains that when the illusory nature of the body is realized, all tht is left is the 

soul, or ātman which is nothing but God. “There us an "unqualified identity between the sderlies the 

apparently finite man, and God.2Therefore, Brahman and Ātman are used interchangeably in advaitic 

vedāntan discourse. 

III. MONISM IN ADVAITA VEDĀNTA: 
 

The word Vedānta directly translates to “end of the Vedas” (King, 1999: pp 57). The 

‘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 

                                                             
2Chatterjee S. C., Datta D. M., An Introduction to Indian Philosophy. Calcutta. Calcutta University Press. 1939.  
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(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 rahasya from 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 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 asAmonism, non-dualistic or advaita. 

RāmāAuja 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 moniAm or viśiṣṭādvaita.  

The advaita schools both coincide on twistain principles: one being 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 contextualization 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 

1,939: pp 392). It is argued therefore, that the Vedas are polytheistic. However, when read 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 he 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.”* 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. 
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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 two are used interchangeably. Whilst the accounts of creation 

mentioned in the Upanishads do not tally, they do maintain that Brahman is both creator and 

material cause of the world, a reality that is indescribable and unthinkable (Datta; Chatterjee 

1939: pp 403). 

 

IV. MULTIPLICITY OF THE UNIVERSE: 

 

We find ourselves at a loss when Śanḳara identifies the universe with Brahman. 

However, this is not done in the same fashion as with jīva. Vācaspati states that he denies the 

'many' but does not affirm the'one'. (Chatterjee, S. C. ; Datta, D. M. 1939).3 This is said of 

Śanḳara when he is addressing this diversity of the universe. Śanḳara is referring to two kinds 

of diversities that are present, one displayed by the universe and the other displayed by the 

individual subjects. One finds oneself in a world full of the material. Although we exist withn 

it as conscious entities, or subjects. Brahman is singular, and yet there exists this multiplicity. 

Brahman is whole, one but there exists this dichotomy of material and immaterial. How do 

these conscious entities experience this material reality? Is there an ultimate reality that could 

possibly be underlying these entities? How do the idealists battle this contradiction of the 

materiality and immateriality of the universe in the wholeness or oneness of Brahman?  

V. MAYA AND THE LAYERS OF EXPERIENCE OF 
REALITY: 

Śanḳara regards divan ersity and multiplicity as illusion (mithyā or māyā). Śanḳara 

himself found himself at odds with Upanisạdic teachings of the disappearance of multiplicity 

upon the realization f Brahman (Chatterjee, S. C. ; Datta, D. M. 1939: 412). How could the 

world disappear if it were real? Śanḳara states that with the dawn of the knowledge of true 

reality, i.e. Brahman, will not make the empirical world disappear but only dispel the illusion 

of what appears to be real. It is because the conscious beings are ignorant of this reality 

(ajñāna) that we believe the empirical world to be real. It is due to the ignorance of the rope 

that we believe the snake to be real. Māyā does not affect Brahman, it does not deceive him. 

                                                             
3Sharma, Arvind. Sea-Shell as Silver: A Metaphorical Excursion into Advaita Vedānta. New Delhi.  D K Printworld (P) 
Ltd. 2006.  
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Śanḳara associates māyā with prakrịti or material cause. But this is only meant that the 

creative power of māyā is the s urce or the origin of the world-appearance. This prakrịti of 

māyā should not be confused with that of the Sāṁkya doctrine where prakrịti is an 

independent reality of its own. The prakrịti of Śanḳara is entirely dependant upon Brahman. 

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 u,ncreated 

eternal reality, however Rāmānuja diverges fro,m this a,s he maintains that it is in fact 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. 

Śanḳara calls the illusory modification of any substance, even that of Brahman, as vivarta. In 

the example of the serpent and the rope, the illusion of the snake is superimposed onto the 

real rope. This imaginary attribution of a thing onto a place where it does not exist is called 

adhyāsa or projection. The snake is projected onto the rope. Likewise, the world is projected 

onto Brahman.  

One begins to visualise this superimposition or projection of realities, albeit illusory 

ones, over Brahman much like the layers of an onion form around its core. Likewise, there 

are layers to the experience our conscious entities have of reality, illusory and ultimate.  

Śanḳara states that there are three such layers to how we experience reality. One is akin to the 

dream state or prātibhāsika, the relative reality or vyāvahārika, and the waking state - 

pāramārtika. The dream reality is the ordinary experience of illusion, of the snake-rope type, 

and are considered the lowest form of existence. It is called prātibhāsika-sattā as the illusory 

objects exist, sat, as long as they appear to some mind. The conscious entity reflects itself 

onto the unconscious entity, making it real. The objects of normal experience or practical and 

empirical experience, vyāvahārika is superior to the experience of the dream state. It is only 

when achieving the waking state or pāramārtika can one comprehend the relative nature of 

vyāvahārika. The dream state is dependent on the vyāvahārika, and this state is dependent on 

the waking state. They are real when compared to the dream state, yet unreal when compared 

to the waking state. They are both empiricall,y and transcendentally real. It is however, in 

outright contradiction to that of the waking state or supreme experience. This is achieved 

hrough the realisation of Brahman, or Brahma-jñāna. This is but another name for Ātman or 

Brahman and is the absolute existence or ultimate reality conscious beings can achieve.  
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VI. THE NYĀYA-VAIŚEŚIKA THEORY OF 
ERROR: 

For Nyāya-Vaiśesịka, true knowledge of reality can lead to the liberation from the 

cycle of rebirth. The world for Naiyayikas is constituted of twelve objects: “ the self, the 

body, the sense organs, sense objects, judgement or apprehension, the mind or internal 

organs, activity, defect, rebirth, pain and release.”4 Unlike the idealists, the Nyāya-Vaiśesịka 

conceive Ātman as an object of cognition or perception. And idealist could ask, who then is 

the cognizer? The pramātā? If ātman itself is an object of cognition, who is cognizing it? The 

Nyāya-Vaiśesịka school is quite radical with its response when it argues that ātman is not ony 

just an object of knowledge, prameya, but is also the substratum of knowledge, as listed in 

the gunạs or qualities of reality.5 For the Nyāya-Vaiśesịka, erroneous knowledge is termed as 

mithyā-jñāna or false knowledge. This is classified as apramā. Dreams, svapna are also 

considered false knowledge to the realists. They state that it is the delusion of recognizing the 

non-self as self. When a shell appears as silver, there is nothing wrong with the shell itself. 

The shell remains real. The silver is also real. It exists and is an object of perception. 

However, the error begins when the perception of the silver which is not present here but 

elsewhere is perceived in an the place of the shell. To the realists, error is the false 

apprehension of reality. For the idealists, the error is in the belief in the reality of the illusion. 

However, that illusion is very much real until the conscious entity is made aware of that 

error. It is a matter of ignorance, ajñāna. The idealist’s conception of mithya is that of a 

burning power akin to a flame that is not separate from reality.  

VII. CONCLUSION: 

The idealist school argue the existence of an ultimate reality beyond that of the 

illusion of the empirical. While the realist might believe in the materiality of the world, the 

structure of argument of reality in relation to the relationship between ātman and the world is 

sounder than the controversial and complex argument of the realists regsarding the nature of 

ātman as both object of knowledge, and cognizer. Thus, the idealist school’s argument holds 

strong in opposition to the realist argument. 

                                                             
4Roodurmum, P. S. Bhāmāti and Vivarańa schools of Advaita Vedānta. Delhi.Motilal Banarsidass Publishers. 2002 
5King, Richard. Indian Philosophy: An Introduction to Hindu and Buddhist Thought. Washington D C. 
Georgetown University Press. 1999. pp 128 to 146. 
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