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1. The Nature of the Atman, Subject-in-Itself, Noumenal Self, Thing-inItself, and the Transcendental Ego
Indian: “He is never seen, but is the Seer; He is never heard, but is
the Hearer; He is never thought of, but is the Thinker; He is never known,
but is the Knower” (Br. Up. 3:7.23; cf. 3:4.2). “One who knows, meditates
upon, and realizes the truth of the Self [Atman, Spirit] ... becomes master
of himself, and master of all the worlds” (Ch. Up.* 7:25.2, p. 118). “In me
arose the whole world. In me alone exists the All. In me it passes—This
Brahman Without second, am I” (Kavalla Up.).1 “It [Brahman-Atman] is the
Ear of the ear, the Mind of the mind, the Speech of the speech, the Life of
the life and the Eye of the eye” (Kena Up. 1:2; cf. Br. Up. 4:4.18). “That
which is not comprehended by the mind but by which the mind
comprehends, know that to be Brahman” (Kena Up.* 1:6). “He [BrahmanAtman] resides in the lotus of the heart of every being” (Mun. Up.* 3:1.7,
p. 67; cf. 2:2.1; Br. Up. 4:4.23; Ch. Up. 6:8.7; Kat. Up. 1:2.12, 20, 22;
2:1.12; 2.9; Svet. Up. 3:7, 20; 6:11; BG 15:15). “Knows the Self [Atman]
to be indestructible, eternal, unborn, and immutable” (BG 2:21). “You will
see all beings in your Self [Atman] and also in Me” (BG 4:35; cf. 6:29; Kai.
Up. 10; LM 12:91).
Adi Shankara (c. 688/788-720/820) the greatest of the Advaita
philosophers revealed that Atman “is undecaying, immortal, beyond fear,
pure and homogeneous like a lump of salt, and is Pure Intelligence, infinite,
boundless, without a break and devoid of differences.”2 “Now I shall tell
you the nature of the Atman. If you realize it, you will be freed from the
bonds of ignorance, and attain liberation.... That Reality pervades the
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universe, but no one penetrates It. It alone shines. The universe shines
with Its reflected light. Because of Its presence, the body, senses, mind
and intellect apply themselves to their respective functions, as though
obeying Its command. Its nature is eternal consciousness. It knows all
things from the sense of ego to the body itself. It is the knower of
pleasure and pain and of the sense-objects. It knows everything
objectively—just as a man knows the objective existence of a jar. This is
the Atman, the Supreme Being, the ancient. It never ceases to experience
infinite joy. It is always the same. It is consciousness itself. The organs and
vital energies function under Its command. Here, within this body, in the
pure mind, in the secret chamber of intelligence, in the infinite universe
within the heart, the Atman shines in Its captivating splendor, like a
noonday sun. By Its light, the universe is revealed. It is the knower of the
activities of the mind and of the individual man. It is the witness, of all the
actions of the body, the sense organs and the vital energy. It seems to be
identified with all these, just as fire appears identified with an iron ball. But
It neither acts nor is subject to the slightest change. The Atman is
birthless and deathless. It neither grows nor decays. It is unchangeable,
eternal. It does not dissolve when the body dissolves. Does the ether
[space] cease to exist when the jar that enclosed it is broken? The Atman
is distinct from Maya, the primal cause, and from her effect, the universe.
The nature of the Atman is Pure Consciousness. The Atman reveals this
entire universe of mind and matter. It cannot be defined. In and through
the various states of consciousness—the waking, the dreaming and the
sleeping—It maintains our unbroken awareness of identity. It manifests
itself as the witness of the intelligence.”3
Shankara also proclaimed, “The Atman is indivisible, eternal, one
without a second. It is eternally made manifest by the power of Its own
knowledge. Its glories are infinite. The veil of tamas hides the true nature
of the Atman, just as an eclipse hides the rays of the sun … Perfect
knowledge, according to the revealed scriptures, is the realization of the
Atman as one with Brahman…. The Atman is self-luminous, distinct from
the five coverings. It is the witness of the three states of consciousness.
It is existence, changeless, pure, ever blissful. It is to be realized by the
man of discrimination as the Atman within himself…. The Atman is the
witness, infinite consciousness, revealer of all things but distinct from all,
no matter whether they be gross [physical] or subtle [mental]. It is the
eternal reality, omnipresent, all-pervading, the subtlest of all subtleties. It
has neither inside nor outside. It is the real I, hidden in the shrine of the
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heart…. The Atman shines with Its own light. Its power is infinite. It is
beyond sense-knowledge. It is the source of all experience. He who knows
the Atman is free from every kind of bondage. He is full of glory. He is the
greatest of the great.”4 “Any idea of the possibility of denying the
existence of the Self [Atman] is illogical, just because It is the Self. The
Self is not an adventitious effect of any cause, It being self-established.
For the Self of anyone does not require to be revealed to any one with the
help of any other means. For such means of knowledge as perception etc.,
that are taken up for proving the existence of other things that remain
unknown, belong to this very Self…. the Self being the basis of all such
empirical dealings as the use of the means of knowledge, stands there as a
postulate even prior to the use of those means. And it is not possible to
deny such a Self; for It is an adventitious thing alone that can be
repudiated, but not so one’s own nature. The Self constitutes the very
nature of the man who would deny It. The heat of fire cannot be denied by
the fire itself.”5
Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902) affirmed, “The different
philosophies seem to agree that this Atman, whatever It be, has neither
form nor shape, and that which has neither form nor shape must be
omnipresent. Time begins with mind, space also is in the mind. Causation
cannot stand without time. Without the idea of succession there cannot
be any idea of causation. Time, space and causation, therefore, are in the
mind, and as this Atman is beyond the mind and formless, It must be
beyond time, beyond space, and beyond causation. Now, if It is beyond
time, space, and causation, It must be infinite. Then comes the highest
speculation in our philosophy. The infinite cannot be two. If the soul be
infinite, there can be only one Soul [Atman], and all ideas of various
souls—you having one soul, and I having another and so forth—are not
real.”6 “So the Hindus say that this Atman is absolute and all-pervading,
therefore infinite. There cannot be two infinites, for they would limit each
other and would become finite.” “There is but one Soul [Atman] in the
universe, not two. It neither comes nor goes. It is neither born, nor dies,
nor reincarnates. How can It die? Where can It go?” This one infinite is also
called Brahman.7
He continues, “Infinite can never be divided. If that were possible, It
would be no more Infinite. What is the conclusion then? The answer is,
that Soul [Atman] which is the universal is you; you are not a part but the
whole of It. You are the whole of God. Then what are all these varieties?
We find so many millions of individual souls. What are they? If the sun
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reflects upon millions of globules of water, in each globule is the form,
the perfect image of the sun; but they are only images, and the real sun is
only one. So this apparent soul that is in every one of us is only the image
of God, nothing beyond that. The real Being who is behind, is that one
God. We are all one there. As Self [Atman], there is only one in the
universe. It is in me and you, and is only one; and that one Self [Atman]
has been reflected in all these various bodies as various different selves.”8
“If it is possible for us to attain to freedom, the conclusion is inevitable
that the Soul [Atman] is by Its nature free. It cannot be otherwise.
Freedom means independence of anything outside, and that means that
nothing outside Itself could work upon it as a cause. The Soul is causeless,
and from this follow all the great ideas that we have. You cannot establish
the immortality of the Soul, unless you grant that It is by its nature free,
or in other words, that It cannot be acted upon by anything outside. For
death is an effect produced by some outside cause. I drink poison and I
die, thus showing that my body can be acted upon by something outside
that is called poison. But if it be true that the soul is free, It naturally
follows that nothing can affect It, and It can never die.”9
Swami Vivekananda noted that even criminals and commonplace
people have some glimpses of the higher existence. “This universe is a
symbol, in and through which we are trying to grasp the thing signified,
which is beyond and behind.”10 God is the essence behind the world, Who
bestows light on all things and is percolating through all matter and
energy. “There is a screen here, and some beautiful scenery outside....
This scene outside is the Soul [Atman], and the screen between us and
the scenery is Maya—time, space, and causation. There is a little hole
somewhere, through which I can catch only a glimpse of the Soul [Atman].
When the hole is bigger, I see more and more, and when the screen has
vanished, I know that I am the Soul.”11
Vivekananda mentioned, “The philosophy of Kant also shows traces
of the teachings of the Upanishads.” “The philosophy of Vedanta ... posits
three fundamental concepts—time, space, and causation. From these is
constituted Maya, the essential groundwork of human thought, not the
product of thought. This same conclusion was arrived at a later date by
the great German philosopher Kant.” “Those of you who are acquainted
with Western philosophy will find something very similar in Kant. But I
must warn you, those of you who have studied Professor Max Müller's
(1823-1900) writings on Kant, that there is one idea most misleading. It
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was Shankara who first found out the idea of the identity of time, space,
and causation with Maya, and I had the good fortune to find one or two
passages in Shankara's commentaries and send them to my friend the
Professor. So even that idea was here in India.”12 Both Paul Deussen
(1845-1919) and his friend the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (18441900) alluded to the similarities between Shankara’s Commentary
(Bhasya) on the Brahma Sutras (aka Vedanta Sutras) and Kant’s Critique
of Pure Reason.13
In the West there is the “Fallacy of Compartmentalization” where
many will for example mistakenly object to a comparison between the
ideas of Shankara and Kant. This is because one was an Indian and the
other a European, one a Hindu and the other a Christian, one was
religiously oriented and the other a philosopher, and they lived nearly a
thousand years apart in different societies and cultures.
In the words of Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) from his Critique of
Pure Reason (A 1781, B 1787), “I have no knowledge of myself as I am
but merely as I appear to myself.”14 “We have no knowledge of the
Subject-in-Itself [Atman], which as substratum underlies this ‘I,’ as it does
all thought.”15 The “I” is prior to all to all the categories of thought, and
thus cannot be known in terms of them. “All life is, strictly speaking,
intelligible only, is not subject to change in time ... this life is an
appearance only, that is, a sensible representation of the purely spiritual
life ... If we could intuit ourselves and things as they are, we should see
ourselves in a world of spiritual beings, our sole and true community with
which has not begun with birth and will not cease through bodily death—
both birth and death being mere appearances.”16 “Even the inner and
sensible intuition of our mind (as object of consciousness) which is
represented as being determined by the succession of different states in
time, is not the Self proper, as it exists in-Itself—that is not the
Transcendental Subject [Atman, Self]—but only an appearance that has
been given to the sensibility of this, to us unknown, being. The inner
appearance cannot be admitted to exist in any such manner in and by
itself; for it is conditioned by time, and time cannot be a determination of
a thing-in-itself.”17 “We should also have to allow the Subject an intelligible
character, by which it is indeed the cause of those same actions as
appearances, but which does not itself stand under any conditions of
sensibility, and is not itself appearance. We can entitle … its character as
Thing-in-Itself [Atman]. Now this acting subject would not, in its
intelligible character, stand under any conditions of time; time is only a
5

6
condition of appearances, not of things-in-themselves. In this Subject no
action would begin or cease, and it would not, therefore, have to conform
to the law of the determination of all that is alterable in time, namely, that
everything which happens must have its cause in the appearances which
precede it. In a word, its causality, so far as it is intelligible, would not
have a place in the series of those empirical conditions through which the
event is rendered necessary in the world of sense. This intelligible
character can never, indeed, be immediately known, for nothing can be
perceived except in so far as it appears. It would have to be thought in
accordance with the empirical character—just as we are constrained to
think a Transcendental Object [Nirguna Brahman] as underlying
appearances, though we know nothing of what it is in Itself.”18 ... The
faculty of reason, so regarded, would cease to be a cause of appearances.
It must also be described in positive terms, as the power of originating a
series of events. In Reason itself nothing begins; as unconditioned
condition of every voluntary act, it admits of no conditions antecedent to
itself in time. Its effect has, indeed, a beginning in the series of
appearances.”19 The noumenon is the substrate of the phenomenal
universe.
One qualification, Kant tended to think in terms of things-inthemselves, for example, with the same perceptual apparatus we perceive
a clock or chair, but we see them as different because each has a different
thing-in-itself. Similarly, there is a different thing-in-itself for each self (like
the Sankhya Purusha), rather than a single Thing-in-Itself that a Vedantist
equates with Brahman-Atman. Kant was approaching Advaita Vedanta
with many similarities, but their ideas are not identical. Given here is a
Vedantic interpretation of Kant’s system of thought, which he did not
fully realize or possibly endorse.
Peter Koestenbaum of San Jose State University in California offers a
detailed description of his interpretation of the “Transcendental Ego
[Self],” as worked out by Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) the Austrian
Jewish founder of the philosophy of phenomenology. Each of the nine
characteristics given below pertain to the Indian Brahman-Atman. “The
Transcendental Ego is the ultimate core of consciousness. It cannot be
apprehended in the manner of an object—since it is the perennial
subject—but it is nonetheless present in experience.... 1) The
Transcendental Ego is experienced as the source of consciousness
whenever experiencing takes place, that is, whenever man is conscious....
the Transcendental Ego is experienced distinct from the body, and
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psychological states of the individual…. 2) The Transcendental Ego is
experienced as always the same. It is the continuous background of
changes in the empirical ego. These changes in the empirical ego are shifts
in mood, focus, growth, outlook, attitudes, and so on. In the midst of such
chaos, the individual experiences himself to be the same throughout. That
sense of personal continuity and identity has its source in the experience
of the Transcendental Ego. The Transcendental Ego is experienced as
permanent.... 3) The conception of both the death and the birth (i.e., the
nonexistence) of the Transcendental Ego is impossible. It requires the
Transcendental Ego to think, imagine, or conceive the death and birth of
an ego…. 4) The Transcendental Ego is experienced as existing by virtue
of its own necessity. Its nonexistence is inconceivable…. 5) The
Transcendental Ego is experienced as external to both space and time.
Space and time are, strictly speaking, cogitate, that is, intentions and
constitutions of the Transcendental Ego…. 6) Experience discloses only
one Transcendental Ego…. 7) The Transcendental Ego has close affinity
and may be considered as even identical with the Transcendental Realm or
the totality of Being.… It follows both from definition and from intuition
that all of Being is experienced as suffused with consciousness, that is, as
related to the Transcendental Ego (which I am); furthermore,
consciousness—like space and time—is given to us as one, that is, as
being a single…. 8) The height of religious illumination, be it the vision of
God in Western mysticism or Nirvana or Samadhi in Oriental mysticism, can
be described metaphysically as the experience of empty consciousness.
Consciousness is there (or, what is the same thing, being is there), but the
contents are gone, the particular determinations and differentiations have
been eliminated. Such would be the experience of the Pure Transcendental
Ego…. 9) The ninth characteristic of the Transcendental Ego, its complete
freedom.”20
Concerning Husserl’s phenomenology Peter Koestenbaum stated in
another context, “At the ‘center’ of transcendental consciousness we
experience the peculiar and unique existence of an ‘I-pole,’ a core from
which all intentional streams of experience radiate. Although this core
itself can never be made objective, it is nonetheless present in experience.
This core, which is a distinct and ubiquitous aspect of all my experience, is
the perennial observer of anything within transcendental consciousness or
the Transcendental Realm. This I-pole, the terminus a quo of all
experience, is ever-present, yet cannot be apprehended in the normal way
in which objects are apprehended because the disclosure of this I-pole
7

8
contravenes the characteristic intentional structure of consciousness.
This I-pole is the Transcendental Ego or the Transcendental Subject. In the
strictest sense, I am that I-pole. I am the Transcendental Subject. One of
the important aspects of being human is that I tend to identify the
Transcendental Subject with two items that are really objects to the
'impartial observer,’ as Husserl often calls the Transcendental Ego. These
objects are my body and my person. We may refer to either or both of
these objects as the psychological or empirical self. The ‘real me,’ the
Transcendental Ego, is not to be identified with only one person among
millions... The Transcendental Ego, furthermore, is not given as an object,
but as the subject for which the object manifests itself. Consequently, the
Ego is not a thing or a residue of experience, but a ubiquitous single
center or pole from which emanate the ‘radiations’ of consciousness and
intentionality.... In one sense, the Transcendental Ego is outside of the
world. The Ego is certainly not one item, i.e., object or event, within the
world.... the tools which are the creation of the Ego cannot, in turn, be
applied to the attempt to understand and measure the Ego itself....
Husserl's phenomenology, as pointed out before, has strong overtones of
objective or absolute idealism, mysticism, and the notions of Atman in
Vedanta and Purusha in Sankhya.”21
To disclose the Essence of a thing such as the Transcendental Ego,
Husserl introduced a theory of phenomenological reduction, seeking Pure
Consciousness of absolute being. Only that which is immediately present
to consciousness must be considered, the rest must be bracketed out and
held in suspension of judgment. This involves successfully bracketing out
more and more of those aspects of our empirical experience that are not
the pure phenomena of consciousness. There is a systematic peeling away
of symbolic meaning like the layers of an onion until only the thing itself as
meant and experienced remains. Consciousness must be free of cultural,
historical, and scientific beliefs; habits, customs, and norms of society.
What remains is prior to all scientific and philosophical interpretation and
theorizing. Husserl’s method fell short of his original goal. To some extent
this method resembles the Indian approach of Neti-neti (not this, not this)
and yogic intuition.22
Paul Tillich (1886-1965) contrasts two types of philosophy of
religion: the cosmological that focuses on the external God, a separate
being “out there,” and the ontological concentrating on God already
present to us as the immanent ground of our being. He states, “According
to Bonaventure, ‘God is most truly present to the very soul and
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immediately knowable;’ He is knowable in Himself without media as the
one which is common to all. For He is the principle of knowledge, the first
truth, in the light of which everything else is known, as Matthew [of
Aquasparta] says. As such He is the identity of subject and object. He is
not subjected to doubt, which is possible only if subjectivity and
objectivity are separated.... ‘Being is what first appears in the intellect.’
And this Being (which is not a being) is pure actuality and therefore
Divine. We always see it, but we do not always notice it; as we see
everything in the light without always noticing the light as such.... This
Absolute as the principle of Being has absolute certainty. It is a necessary
thought because it is the presupposition of all thought. ‘The Divine
substance is known in such a way that it cannot be thought not to be,’
says Alexander of Hales.... The ‘uncreated light’ through which we see
everything.... The ontological principle in the philosophy of religion may be
stated in the following way: Man is immediately aware of something
unconditional which is the prius of the separation and interaction of
subject and object, theoretically as well as practically.... the Unconditioned
is not a matter of experiential observation. ‘Knowledge’ finally
presupposes the separation of subject and object, and implies an isolated
theoretical act, which is just the opposite of awareness of the
Unconditioned.... This Power of Being is the prius of everything that has
being. It precedes all special contents logically and ontologically. It
precedes every separation and makes every interaction possible, because it
is the point of identity without which neither separation nor interaction can
be thought. This refers basically to the separation and interaction of
subject and object, in knowing as well as in acting. The prius of subject and
object cannot become an object to which man as a subject is theoretically
and practically related. God is no object for us as subjects. He is always
that which precedes this division. But, on the other hand, we speak about
him and we act upon him, and we cannot avoid it, because everything
which becomes real to us enters the subject-object correlation.”23 “The
power of infinite self-transcendence is an expression of man's belonging to
that which is beyond nonbeing, namely, to Being-Itself. The potential
presence of the infinite (as unlimited self-transcendence) is the negation
of the negative element in finitude. It is the negation of nonbeing. The fact
that man never is satisfied with any stage of his finite development, the
fact that nothing finite can hold him, although finitude is his destiny,
indicates the indissoluble relation of everything finite to Being-Itself.”24
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Atman (our Essential Self) is identical with Nirguna Brahman (the
Essence of God). Consequently, whatever is said of the Atman is also true
of Brahman. They are two different ways of describing the same Reality:
Brahman from the transcendent, external, objective, impersonal, and
cosmic side, and Atman from the immanent, internal, subjective, personal,
and psychological perspective. Here the subject and object are identical.25
There can only be one Atman, for if one Atman resembled another
there would be numerical diversity, but there can be no diversity in It.
Belief in the Atman and the innate divinity of the Soul is highly correlated
with the ideas that: the highest Reality is an “I” (not to be confused with
the ego); Brahman-God-realization and Self-realization are one and the
same thing; Humans are intrinsically good and not merely instrumentally
good; all people will eventually be liberated-saved; members of all religions
and agnostic-atheists are fellow travelers on the path to the highest
Reality, though the paths they travel differ somewhat; Brahman-God is the
final goal for all people; It is reached through spiritual disciplines that are is
opened to all; and all people should be viewed positively as potentially
Divine and not negatively as sinners, neurotics, etc.
Infinite Pure Consciousness pervades and shines through all of our
finite thoughts and perceptions. Yet we identify with the good and bad,
joyful and sad objects of consciousness. By contrast at every moment the
perfected knowers of Brahman (Illumined Souls) identify with and
experience that one blissful Pure Consciousness.
Like the Atman, the Noumenal Self (or Subject-in-Itself or
Transcendental Subject) is the Reality from which the phenomenal self or
“I” is derived. As Noumenon humans have an intelligible character beyond
space, time, and causality (finitude); and as phenomenon they are subject
to these three limitations. If in the Noumena there is no space, time, or
change, then there is no differentiation between one thing and another.
The Noumenal Self is infinite not being bound by space, eternal since it is
not in time, and has perfect freedom not being constrained by any
influence of causation, sensibility, or the intellectual categories of human
understanding. Being omnipresent and ubiquitous, Brahman-Atman is
transcendental in being above us and immanent as the Divine ground
within us. Things-in themselves include the clock-in-itself, table-in-itself,
sofa-in-itself, etc., the object as it really is, not what it appears to us to
be. Like the Platonic Ideas they are midway between the phenomenal
world and Brahman-Atman. Our Higher Self is one with the Essence of
Brahman-God (What Brahman-God is) but not with Its manifestations
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(What Brahman-God does). Shankara, Ramanuja, and Madhva agreed
that unlike the Personal Brahman-God we can never become the creator,
preserver, and/or destroyer of the world.
The five characteristics of Brahman discussed in Chapter III. The
Intrinsic Nature of Brahman-God, also apply to the Atman. They are nonduality (simplicity), aseity (Self-existent), infinity, timeless eternity, and
immutability.26
2. The Atman Explained from a Personal Standpoint
Shankara stated, “What are you then? That which is truth—the Self
[Atman] of the nature of pure Consciousness—that thou art. Then he
realizes the Self that has no change and is eternal and a witness by
nature, and then that very individual rises above its identity with the body
and the rest to become the Self itself—unchanging, eternal, and a witness
by nature. This is declared in such Upanishadic texts as, ‘Anyone who
knows the supreme Brahman becomes Brahman indeed’ (Mu. Up. III, 2:9).
And that is the soul’s supremely real nature by virtue of which it attains
its essential stature after rising above the body…. Just as some surface
and dirt are imagined on the sky, so the idea of the individual soul,
opposed though it is to the supreme Self, is superimposed [adhyasa] on
the supreme Self which is by nature eternally pure, intelligent, free,
everlasting, unchanging, one, and unattached.”27
Vivekananda indicated, “My ideal indeed can be put into a few words
and that is: to preach unto mankind their divinity, and how to make it
manifest in every movement of life.”28 “I have neither death nor fear, I
have neither caste nor creed, I have neither father nor mother nor brother,
neither friend nor foe, for I am Existence, Knowledge, and Bliss Absolute; I
am the Blissful One, I am the Blissful One. I am not bound either by virtue
or vice, by happiness or misery. Pilgrimages and books and ceremonials
can never bind me. I have neither hunger nor thirst; the body is not mind,
nor am I subject to the superstitions and decay that come to the body, I
am Existence, Knowledge, and Bliss Absolute; I am the Blissful One, I am
the Blissful One.... Say--‘I am Existence Absolute, Bliss Absolute,
Knowledge Absolute, I am He,’ and like a lion breaking its cage, break your
chain and be free for ever. What frightens you, what holds you down?
Only ignorance and delusion; nothing else can bind you. You are the Pure
One, the Ever-blessed.”29 “One principle it lays down--and that, the
Vedanta claims, is to be found in every religion in the world--that man is
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Divine, that all this which we see around us is the outcome of that
consciousness of the Divine. Everything that is strong, and good, and
powerful in human nature is the outcome of that divinity, and though
potential in many, there is no difference between man and man essentially,
all being alike Divine. There is, as it were, an infinite ocean behind, and you
and I are so many waves, coming out of that infinite ocean; and each one
of us is trying his best to manifest that infinite outside. So, potentially,
each one of us has that infinite ocean of Existence, Knowledge, and Bliss
as our birthright, our real nature; and the difference between us is caused
by the greater or lesser power to manifest that Divine.”30
Concerning Plato’s doctrine of Ideas, Vivekananda said, “And so you
see, all this is but a feeble manifestation of the great ideas, which alone,
are real and perfect. Somewhere is an ideal for you, and here is an attempt
to manifest it! The attempt falls short still in many ways. Still, go on! You
will interpret the ideal some day.”31 Jesus “had no other occupation in life,
no other thought except that one, that he was a spirit. He was a
disembodied, unfettered, unbound spirit. And not only so, but he, with his
marvelous vision, had found that every man and woman, whether Jew or
Gentile, whether rich or poor, whether saint or sinner, was the
embodiment of the same undying spirit as himself. Therefore, the one
work his whole life showed was to call upon them to realize their own
spiritual nature…. You are all Sons of God, immortal spirit. ‘Know,’ he
declared, ‘the Kingdom of Heaven is within you.’ ‘I and my Father are one.’
Dare you stand up and say, not only that ‘I am the Son of God,’ but I shall
also find in my heart of hearts that ‘I and my Father are one?’ That was
what Jesus of Nazareth said.”32 “The Real Man, therefore, is one and
infinite, the omnipresent Spirit. And the apparent man is only a limitation
of that Real Man. In that sense the mythologies are true that the apparent
man, however great he may be, is only a dim reflection of the Real Man
who is beyond. The Real Man, the Spirit, being beyond cause and effect,
not bound by time and space, must, therefore, be free. He was never
bound, and could not be bound. The apparent man, the reflection, is
limited by time, space, and causation and is, therefore, bound. Or in the
language of some of our philosophers, he appears to be bound, but really
is not. This is the reality in our souls, this omnipresence, this spiritual
nature, this infinity. Every soul is infinite, therefore there is no question of
birth and death.”33 Many people think of themselves as limited finite
beings with a physical body that will eventually die. Swamiji tells us “Know
you are the Infinite then fear must die.”34
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Being potentially Divine, means that we do not have to create It, It
already exists. Our job is to remove the barriers that prevent this Divinity
from manifesting.
In his commentary on the Upanishads, Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan
(1888-1975) confirmed “that the Self [Atman] of man consists in the
truly subjective, which can never become an object. It is the person that
sees, not the object seen. It is not a bundle of qualities called the 'me,’
but the I which remains beyond and behind inspecting all these qualities....
It is none of the limited things, but yet the basis of all of them. It is the
universal Self, which is immanent as well as transcendent. The whole
universe lives and breathes in it.... There is nothing in the universe which is
not involved in the infinite Self in us. This Self, which embraces all, is the
sole reality containing within itself all the facts of nature and all the
histories of experience. Our small selves are included in it and transcended
by it. This is the subject which is more than the flux of presentations,
which are only imperfect revelations of it. All our states of consciousness
revolve round this central light. Abolish it, they vanish. Without a subject
there will be no flux, no order of sensations in space and sequences in
time. It renders possible memory and introspection, knowledge, and
morality. The Upanishads contend that this subject is the universal ground
which is in all individuals. It is hidden in all things and pervades all
creation.”35
William Chittick’s interpretation of the teachings of Ibn al-‘Arabi
(1165-1240), who was born in Muslim Spain is, “Perfect human beings
have two perfections. The first is their Essential Reality as the form of
God; the second, their accidental manifestations through which they display
God's names in specific historical contexts. In respect of the first perfection,
all perfect human beings are essentially one, and it is possible to speak of
‘the perfect human being’ as a unique reality or as ‘the logos.’ In respect
of the second perfection, each perfect human being has a specific role to
play within the cosmos. Hence there are many such beings fulfilling the
functions that God has given them…. In short, perfect human beings are
fixed in their essences, which are not other than the Essence of Wujud
[Being] Itself.”36
Based on his profound spiritual experiences Meister Eckhart (c.
1260-1328) the Dominican priest and German mystic revealed that in our
Divine Ground we are consubstantial with God (Nirguna Brahman). “When I
stood in my first cause, there I had no God and was cause of myself.
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There I willed nothing. I desired nothing, for I was pure being and a
knower of myself…. This is why I pray God to rid me of God; for my
Essential Being is above God insofar as we consider God as the origin of
creatures. Indeed, in God’s own Being, where God is raised above all being
and all distinctions, there I was myself, there I willed myself and I knew
myself to create this person that I am. Therefore I am cause of myself
according to my Being, which is eternal, but not according to my
becoming, which is temporal. Therefore also I am unborn, and following
the way of my Unborn Being I can never die. Following the way of my
Unborn Being I have always been, I am now, and shall remain eternally.
What I am by my [temporal] birth is destined to die and to be annihilated,
for it is mortal; therefore it must with time pass away. In my [eternal]
birth, all things were born, and I was cause of myself and of all things.… I
am what I was and what I shall remain now and forever.... I discover that I
and God are one.”37 “There is something in the soul which is so akin to
God that it is one [with God] and not [merely] united with Him.... this
ground of the soul is distant and alien from all created things.”38 “The
Ground of God and the Ground of the Soul are one and the same.” “For
though she sinks in the oneness of divinity, she never touches bottom. For
it is of the very essence of the soul that she is powerless to plumb the
depths of her creator. And here one cannot speak of the soul anymore,
for she has lost her nature yonder in the oneness of the Divine Essence.
There she is no more called soul, but is called Immeasurable Being.” “The
knower and the known are one. Simple people imagine that they should
see God, as if He stood there and they here. This is not so. God and I, we
are one in knowledge.”39 “There is something in the soul which is above
the soul, Divine, simple, an absolute nothing ... It is higher than knowledge,
higher than love, higher than grace, for in all these there is still
distinction.... It is bent on entering into the simple ground, the still waste
wherein is no distinction, neither Father nor Son nor Holy Ghost; into the
unity.” “God by his grace would bring me into the Essence; that Essence
which is above God and above distinction.”40 “But when I went out from
my own free will and received my created being, then I had a ‘God,’ for
before there were any creatures, God was not ‘God,’ but He was what He
was. But when creatures came to be and received their created being,
then God was not ‘God’ in Himself, but He was ‘God’ in creatures.” The
mystical union between God and the soul is due to their metaphysical
oneness. “Every creature has a twofold being,” a virtual existence (esse
virtuale) and a formal existence (esse formale). The former is its mode of
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existence in its original cause, the Divine Word, as an idea (rationes) in
the Mind of God. The latter being its existence separate from God as a
form in the sensible phenomenal universe. The pre-existent Virtual being,
the real nature of the soul is uncreated and one with God’s being.41
Kant’s philosophy was expanded upon following a more Upanishadic
approach by Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860). It was Schopenhauer
who wrote, “In the whole world there is no study so beneficial and so
elevating as that of the Upanishads. It has been the solace of my life, it
will be the solace of my death.”42 While Kant tended to think of things-inthemselves as plural, that there is a different thing-in-itself for each object
(similar to the Sankhya idea of multiple Purushas), Schopenhauer went one
step farther and considered the Thing-in-Itself to be singular which
equates with the Vedantist Brahman-Atman. He expressed this Advaitic
idea in this manner, “Everyone is transitory only as phenomenon; on the
other hand, as Thing-in-Itself [Atman] he is timeless, and so endless.” “No
one can recognize the Thing-In-Itself through the veil of the forms of
perception [maya], on the other hand everyone carries this within himself,
in fact he himself is It [Atman]; hence in self-consciousness [resulting in
anubhava, samadhi] it must be in some way accessible to him.” “We
ourselves are the Thing-in-Itself. Consequently, a way from within stands
open to us to that real inner nature of things to which we cannot
penetrate from without…. Precisely as such, the Thing-in-Itself can come
into consciousness only quite directly, namely by it itself being conscious
of Itself; to try to know it objectively is to desire something
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contradictory.” “Like all objects of perception, it [the body] lies within
the forms of all knowledge, in time and space through which there is
plurality. But the subject, the Knower never the known, does not lie within
these forms; on the contrary, It is always presupposed by those forms
themselves, and hence neither plurality nor its opposite, namely unity,
belongs to It. We never know It, but It is precisely that which knows
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wherever there is knowledge.”
Concerning the inner soul of every person, Ralph Waldo Emerson
(1803-82) the American Transcendentalist proclaimed, “Within this erring,
passionate, mortal self sits a supreme, calm, immortal mind, whose power
I do not know; but it is stronger than I; it is wiser than I.” “It is Soul
[Atman]—one in all bodies, pervading, uniform, perfect, pre-eminent over
nature, exempt from birth, growth and decay, omnipresent, made up of
true knowledge.” “Within man is the Soul of the whole; the wise silent; the
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eternal One. And this deep power in which we exist and whose
beatitude is all accessible to us, is not only self-sufficing and perfect in
every hour, but the act of seeing and the thing seen, the seer and the
spectacle, the subject and the object, are one.”45
Semyon (Simon) Frank (1877-1950) was a Jewish philosopher who
converted to Russian Orthodox Christianity in 1912, and was expelled
from the country by the Communists ten years later. In 1939, he
expressed his conception of that reality which Vedantists refer to as
Atman thusly, “This all-embracing Being is always and inseparably with us
and for us, independently of the limits to what our cognitive gaze ‘reveals’
or ‘illuminates’ in this Being at every given moment. And this is the case
precisely because we ourselves are in this Being, originate in it, are
immersed in it, and are conscious of ourselves only through its selfrevelation in us. Unconditional Being—and thus the Being of all that is
outside of us—is present with maximal certainty and inevitability in every
act of our self-awareness.... Only in this layer is all objective knowledge
(and therefore all objective being) conclusively overcome, and it is
overcome precisely because it is replaced here by the immediate selfknowledge of Reality revealing Itself to Itself.... This Reality is not ‘given’ to
us; it is given only to Itself and to us only insofar as we ourselves are this
Reality. This Reality is not an object of perception, examination, or
reflection. It ‘expresses’ Itself only mutely in silent, ineffable experience. In
this sense it is analogous to the ‘I am’ form of Being, to the self-evident
Reality of this form of Being which also, after all, expresses itself.... This
Reality is what was revealed to Indian thought as Brahman, as that which
is known not by one who knows, but by one who does not know, and which
also coincides with the bottomless depths of our own inner being—with
Atman.... it is hardly the case that this Reality is present only in the
experience of the detached and self-immersed reflective consciousness.
Rather, it also forms the very heart of the everyday and ‘every-moment'
experience of each of us.”46
From a Vedantic standpoint the most outstanding Western
philosopher of the 20th century was probably Paul Tillich (1886-1965) the
German-American Lutheran theologian. He expressed the belief that, “In
the center of the human mind there is an immediate awareness of
something unconditional. There is an a priori presence of the Divine in the
human mind expressed in the immediate awareness of the unconditional
character of the true and the good and of Being-Itself. This precedes
every other knowledge, so that the knowledge of God is the first
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knowledge, the only absolute, sure, and certain knowledge, the
knowledge not about a being, but about the unconditional element in the
depths of the soul.”47 “An awareness of the infinite is included in man’s
awareness of finitude. Man knows that he is finite, that he is excluded
from an infinity which nevertheless belongs to him. He is aware of his
potential infinity while being aware of his actual finitude.”48 “There are two
possible ways of looking at man. The one way is essentialist which
develops the doctrine of man in terms of his Essential Nature within the
whole of the universe. The other way is existentialist which looks at man in
his predicament in time and space.” “The Essence of Man is eternally given
before any man appeared on earth. It is potentially or essentially given,
but it is not actually or existentially given.”49 “Man as he exists is not what
he essentially is and ought to be. He is estranged from his True Being....
one belongs essentially to that from which one is estranged. Man is not a
stranger to his True Being, for he belongs to it.”50 “Man discovers himself
when he discovers God; he discovers something that is identical with
himself although it transcends him infinitely, something from which he is
estranged, but from which he never has been and never can be
separated.”51 “The God above the God of theism is present, although
hidden, in every divine-human encounter. Biblical religion as well as
Protestant theology are aware of the paradoxical character of this
encounter. They are aware that if God encounters man, God is neither
object nor subject and is therefore above the scheme into which theism
has forced him. They are aware that personalism with respect to God is
balanced by a transpersonal presence of the Divine.... They are aware of
the paradoxical character of every prayer, of speaking to somebody to
whom you cannot speak because he is not "somebody," of asking
somebody of whom you cannot ask anything because he gives or gives
not before you ask, of saying "thou" to somebody who is nearer to the I
than the I is to itself. Each of these paradoxes drives the religious
consciousness toward a God above the God of theism.”52 “Being itself, the
ground of our being is God” and also our “ultimate concern.” This is so
because our ultimate destiny is our “ultimate concern.” Why, because
“Being itself, the ground of our being” is our true Self (Atman) that we will
all eventually realize. This has been verified not only intellectually, but also
through religious experience of the great sages.
The four main principles of the “Perennial Philosophy” were laid out
by the renowned English-American author Aldous Huxley (1894-1963) a
student of the Vedanta philosophy:
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First: the phenomenal world [vyavaharika-satya] … is the
manifestation [nirmana shakti] of a Divine Ground [Brahman, God]
within which all partial realities have their being [sat], and apart from
which they would be non-existent [asat]. Second: human beings are
capable not merely of knowing [vritti-jnana] about the Divine Ground
by inference [anumana]; they can also realize its existence by a direct
intuition [anubhava], superior to discursive reasoning [tarka]. This
immediate knowledge [para vidya] unites the knower [jnata] with that
which is known [jneya]. Third: man possesses a double nature, a
phenomenal ego [ahamkara] and an eternal Self [Atman], which is the
inner man, the spirit, the spark of divinity within the soul. It is possible
for a man, if he so desires, to identify himself with the spirit and
therefore with the Divine Ground, which is of the same or like nature
with the spirit. Fourth: man’s life on earth has only one end and
purpose: to identify himself with his eternal Self [Atman] and so to
come to unitive knowledge [anubhava] of the Divine Ground.53
In review, in the West the Atman has been referred to as my
Essential Being (M. Eckhart), Subject-in-Itself and Transcendental Subject
(I. Kant), Thing-in-Itself and inner Being-in-Itself (A. Schopenhauer),
Transcendental Ego (E. Husserl), Unconditional Being (S. Frank), Essence
of Man and True Being (P. Tillich), and the Eternal Self (A. Huxley).
According to the Moral Argument for the existence of God, the fact that
people have a moral sense, listen to the voice of conscience, feel
obligated to do the right thing, and feel guilty if their behavior is not
ethical, implies the existence of God. It is true that people are moral due
to a reality beyond the natural world that is superior to themselves. This
reality can be described as God or as Atman depending on the perspective
the person comes from.54
According to Advaita Vedanta due to maya, we have a false
consciousness thinking we are the limited mind and body, when our true
identity is the Atman (Pure Consciousness). The purpose of life is to
realize our inherent divinity, which brings about personal evolution and
development. Even when a person seeks another goal, if properly
executed they are advancing toward the goal to some degree.
Following the Atman idea, we are all like actors playing various roles
on the stage of life. Like an actor who knows his/her true self after the
play is over, we should realize who we really are.
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Is it a great paradox of existence that a finite human being is the
Infinite, the limited the unlimited, the imperfect the perfect?
Possibly extraordinary genius, worldly success, great skills are secular
manifestations of the Atman.55
3. The Impact of Nirguna Brahman-Atman on the Phenomenal World
Indian: “He is the origin of all. He is the end of all (Mand. Up.*, p.
74). “Then the Self thought: ‘Let Me send forth the worlds.’ He sent forth
these worlds” (Ait. Up.*, p. 95). “Thou art the source of life” (Chan. Up.*,
p. 103). “The Self is one with Brahman, lord and creator of all” (Br. Up.*,
p. 179). “He is the creator” (Svet. Up.*, p. 193). “Thou art creator of
time” (Svet. Up.*, p. 202). “From Me all emerge, in Me all exist, and to me
all return. I am Brahman” (Kai. Up.*, p. 210).
One of the most important aspects of Vivekananda’s Advaita
Vedanta is his emphasis on the influence of Nirguna Brahman-Atman on
phenomenal existence. There are a number of reasons for realizing that
Nirguna Brahman-Atman is not “wholly other” or “totally other” from finite
existence. The fact that Nirvikalpa Samadhi has been attained by the
greatest spiritual souls while living in a human body requires that there is
some connection between the Absolute and Relative realms of existence.
There must be a bridge that connects them. If Nirguna Brahman-Atman is
“wholly other” It could not be realized by a person with a human mind
living in a physical body. We are always intimately related to Nirguna
Brahman-Atman that is present everywhere, though consciously we may
not be aware of it. Since the most spiritual souls like Ramakrishna and
Vivekananda realized this, that means they resemble Its nature far more
than other people. Again if the Reality is completely unknowable, almost
nothing could haven been written about It in the religious scriptures. The
devotee can identify more with a concrete immanent God that directly
affects their life, than an abstract transcendent God that is in another
realm.
Vivekananda’s presentation is the opposite of Immanuel Kant’s
(1724-1804), who in spite of his intelligence did harm to religion by
emphasizing only the transcendent aspect of God (Essence of God). For
Kant every aspect of God (both Nirguna and Saguna), Personal God, the
soul, and afterlife being outside of the spatio-temporal-causal order is
totally unknowable and indescribable by the human intellect. According to
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this false notion anything written about God and the Divine realm in
religious scripture is meaningless. Swami Abhedananda mentioned, “The
chief defect of the Kantian system is the unnatural separation of the
Thing-In-Itself completely from the plane of experience.” As brilliant as
Kant was he appeared to operate only through the intellect and this can
lead to errors in religious philosophical thought. Thomas Aquinas worked
though both the intellect and the spirit and he taught an analogical
relationship between the world and God.
Vivekananda’s personal and immanent approach indirectly received
support from the following two thinkers. Soren Kierkegaard (1813-55) the
Danish philosopher was a precursor of the Existentialist movement. In his
criticism of the Hegelian system with its abstract metaphysics, he
emphasized that philosophy should center on the individual and be
relevant to the existential problems of human life. Carl Jung (1875-1961)
the psychologist intuitively wrote, “If I assume God is absolute and beyond
all human experience, He leaves me cold. I do not affect Him, nor does he
affect me. But if I know He is a powerful impulse of my soul, at once I
must concern myself with Him, for then He can become important.”56
What follows are some of the Nirguna Brahman-Atman functions in
phenomenal existence. The first five are associated more with Chit
(Consciousness), the six with Ananda (Bliss and Love), and the last four
with Sat (Existence or Being). There is a tendency to attribute subjective
Chit and Ananda functions to the Atman rather than to Nirguna Brahman.
1) We would not be able to form rational concepts or to perceive
objects without the existence of Nirguna Brahman-Atman:
Shankara (c. 688/788-720/820) the Advaita Vedanta and seerphilosopher expounded, “There is a self-existent Reality, which is the basis
of our consciousness of ego. That Reality is the witness [Saksin], of the
three states of our consciousness, and, is distinct from the five bodily
coverings. That Reality is the knower in all states of consciousness—
waking, dreaming and dreamless sleep. It is aware of the presence or
absence of the mind and its functions. It is the Atman.... It gives
intelligence to the mind and the intellect, but no one gives It light.... By Its
light, the universe is revealed.... The Atman reveals this entire universe of
mind and matter.57 “The Atman is Its own witness, since It is conscious of
Itself. The Atman is no other than Brahman. The Atman is Pure
Consciousness, clearly manifest as underlying the states of waking,
dreaming and dreamless sleep. It is inwardly experienced as unbroken
consciousness, the consciousness that ‘I am I.’ It is the unchanging
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witness that experiences the ego, the intellect and the rest, with their
various forms and changes.”58
Vivekananda discerned, “It is through the Self [Atman] that you
know anything. I see the chair; but to see the chair, I have first to perceive
myself and then the chair. It is in and through the Self that the chair is
perceived. It is in and through the Self that you are known to me, that the
whole world is known to me; and therefore to say this Self is unknown is
sheer nonsense. Take off the Self and the whole universe vanishes.... This
Impersonal God requires no demonstrations, no proofs. He is nearer to us
than even our senses, nearer to us than our own thoughts; it is in and
through Him that we see and think. To see anything, I must first see Him.
To see this wall I first see Him, and then the wall, for He is the Eternal
Subject.”59 Concerning the immanence of God, “He is the Witness, the
Eternal Witness of all knowledge. Whatever we know we have to know in
and through Him. He is the Essence of our own Self. He is the Essence of
this ego, this I and we cannot know anything excepting in and through
that I. Therefore you have to know everything in and through the
Brahman.”60 "He whom all the Vedas worship, nay, more, He who is always
present in the eternal ‘I’, He existing, the whole universe exists. He is the
light and life of the universe. If the ‘I' were not in you, you would not see
the sun, everything would be a dark mass. He shining, you see the
world."61 “The light of the Spirit--moves and speaks and does everything
[through our bodies, minds, etc.]. It is the energy and soul and life of the
Spirit that is being worked upon in different ways by matter... The Spirit is
the cause of all our thoughts and body-action and everything, but it is
untouched by good or evil, pleasure or pain, heat or cold, and all the
dualism of nature, although it lends its light to everything.”62 “First, here
is the body, second, the mind, or instrument of thought, and third behind
this mind is the Self [Atman] of man. The Sanskrit word is Atman.... The
Self is the illuminator, and the mind is the instrument in Its hands, and
through that instrument It gets hold of the external instrument, and thus
comes perception.... Indriyas, and they carry sensations to the mind, and
the mind presents them further back to another state of the mind, which
in Sanskrit is called Chitta, and there they are organised into will, and all
these present them to the King of kings inside, the Ruler on His throne,
the Self of man. He then sees and gives His orders. Then the mind
immediately acts on the organs, and the organs on the external body. The
real Perceiver, the real Ruler, the Governor, the Creator, the Manipulator of
all this is the Self of man.”63 “The intellect must carry it [the sensation]
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forward and present the whole thing before the ruler in the body, the
human Soul [Atman], the king on the throne. Before him this is presented,
and then from him comes the order, what to do or what not to do; and
the order goes down in the same sequence to the intellect, to the mind,
to the organs, and the organs convey it to the instruments, and the
perception is complete.”64
Vivekananda refers to the Atman as the “Eternal Subject.” Viewing
this Reality from another perspective, is Nirguna Brahman then the
“Eternal Object.” Immanuel Kant conceived of the Thing-in-Itself as the
Pure Object independent of a perceiving subject. Is the subject prior to
the object and the creation a process of objectification? Paul Tillich writes
that the Ground of Existence is beyond subject-object differentiation or
we can think of the subject and object as identical. While the Atman is
pure subjectivity, the empirical self comes to self-expression through objective
relationships with others in space and time.
According to Swami Sarvapriyananda of the Ramakrishna Order in
New York City perceptual and conceptual knowledge requires two things.
First, a modification or thought wave in the mind (vritti) and second
reflected consciousness that illumines that vritti. The two events occur
almost simultaneously. Pure Conscious (Nirguna Brahman-Atman) gets
reflected in the mind and illumines whatever is there. By analogy, sunlight
(Pure Consciousness) shines on a polished steel plate (the mind)
producing reflected light. Whatever you think about in the mind is
illumined by the reflection of Pure Consciousness (reflected
consciousness). Conversely, to realize Nirguna Brahman-Atman (Pure
Consciousness) the mind has to be focus directly on Brahman without the
aid of reflected consciousness. Similarly, to see the real sun you must
perceive it directly, not through reflected sunlight.65 We mistakenly think
that sensual and mental happiness comes from some empirical source, but
actually it is due to a small portion of the blissful Atman being reflected
on the mind.
According to one theory, the same pure consciousness reflects off
the mind of all living beings. Reflecting off the highest mind it produces
revelation, down a notch the result is sattvic genius. Further down is rajas,
and then tamas and dullness.
The Italian philosopher Vincenzo Gioberti (1801-52) taught the idea
of Ontologism that human reason first grasps Infinite Being “containing
within It all determinations, even though they cannot be distinguished by
earthly knowledge. This being (Essere also called Ente by Gioberti, ‘that
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which is’) is perpetually present to the human mind, and it is only in the
light of this being that existing things are known, which remain on the
level of sensation as they impinge on experience. Knowledge is a
philosophical reflection on the relationship present in the mind between
existing things and this being, by virtue of which they exist. They are not
part of it, as in Pantheism, but they are created by it.... Infinite Being, God,
is the first and intuitively grasped object of thought, with all other things
only known in the light of this intuition.”66 Catholics rejected this idea
because it does not explain how an unenlightened person could continually
grasps God. How does this experience of God differ from the beatific
vision (samadhi)?
Christian thinkers like St. Augustine, Bishop Robert Grosseteste, and
St. Bonaventure assign the illuminating function of the Divine light to the
Personal God. For a more in depth discussion of this subject, see Chapter
IV, Section 7. Luminosity.
Above Vivekananda writes, “It is through the Self [Atman] that you
know anything” and “it is in and through Him that we see and think.” And
in another context, “Behind this never-ending chain of motion is the
Purusha, the changeless, the colourless, the pure. All these impressions
are merely reflected upon It, as a magic lantern throws images upon a
screen, without in any way tarnishing it.”67 Ibn al-‘Arabi (1165-1240) from
Muslim Spain the most Vedantic of all Islamic sages supports the idea that
the Absolute (Brahman-Atman) is the mirror, and the empirical world is its
reflection shining on the mirror. He writes, we see our “own form as
reflected in the mirror of the Absolute. It does not see the Absolute Itself.
Nor is it as all possible for it to do so ... This is similar to what happens to
a man looking into a mirror in the empirical world. When you are looking at
forms or your own form in a mirror you do not see the mirror itself,
although you know well that you see these forms or your own form only in
the mirror.”68
According to this idea, we are always looking at Brahman-Atman, but
see only the reflection. This occurs if we look at external objects or
internally into our own mind. Though we are unaware of it, the first thing
we perceive either in the external sense world or internal world of the
mind is Brahman-Atman. Due to the dust of maya that covers the mirror
we see the phenomenal object. The illumined soul removes the veil of the
reflected image and sees Brahman-Atman that pervades it. This is a
powerful religious technique, to realize when we perceive an external
object or introspectively look into our own mind, we are actually seeing
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the mirror of Brahman-Atman the ground of existence. One problem is
that a changeless mirror only reflect changing images, but unlike BrahmanGod it does not create them.
2) Unity of apperception and a sense of personal identity:
Shankara taught that there must be something that underlies human
thought, a reality that pervades the flow of consciousness, by which the
events of consciousness can be fixed. As the permanent synthesizing
subject, Brahman-Atman is the root cause of all knowledge. It is the
knower that pervades the changing cognitive empirical self. Being the
foundational unitary consciousness and first cause, It organizes the
manifold ideas and scattered data of perception within the human mind,
synthesizing them into a meaningful and coherent unity. This process is
necessary for the awareness of personal identity and for making memory
and inference possible. “Unless there exists one continuous principle
equally connected with the past, the present, and the future, or an
absolutely unchangeable Self which cognizes everything, we are unable to
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account for remembrance, recognition, and so on.”
Swami Vivekananda explains the role of the Atman in unifying our
thought, “Similar is the case with the sensations which these organs of
ours are carrying inside and presenting to the mind, and which the mind in
its turn is presenting to the intellect. This process will not be complete
unless there is something permanent in the background upon which the
picture, as it were, may be formed, upon which we may unify all the
different impressions. What is it that gives unity to the changing whole of
our being? What is It that keeps up the identity of the moving thing
moment after moment? What is It upon which all our different impressions
are pieced together, upon which the perceptions, as it were, come
together, reside, and form a united whole? We have found that to serve
this end there must be something, and we also see that that something
must be, relatively to the body and mind, motionless. The sheet of cloth
upon which the camera throws the picture is, relatively to the rays of
light, motionless, else there will be no picture. That is to say, the perceiver
must be an individual. This something upon which the mind is painting all
these pictures, this something upon which our sensations, carried by the
mind and intellect, are placed and grouped and formed into a unity, is
what is called the Soul [Atman] of man.” “Where is that unity which we
call the Atman? The idea is this, that in spite of this continuous change in
the body, and in spite of this continuous change in the mind, there is in us
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something that is unchangeable, which makes our ideas of things
appear unchangeable. When rays of light coming from different quarters
fall upon a screen, or a wall, or upon something that is not changeable,
then and then alone it is possible for them to form a unity, then and then
alone it is possible for them to form one complete whole. Where is this
unity in the human organs, falling upon which, as it were, the various ideas
will come to unity and become one complete whole? This certainly cannot
be the mind itself, seeing that it also changes. Therefore there must be
something which is neither the body nor the mind, something which
changes not, something permanent, upon which all our ideas, our
sensations fall to form a unity and a complete whole; and this is the real
Soul, the Atman of man. And seeing that everything material, whether you
call it fine matter, or mind, must be changeful, seeing that what you call
gross matter, the external world, must also be changeful in comparison to
that—this unchangeable something cannot be of material substance;
therefore It is spiritual, that is to say, It is not matter—It is indestructible,
unchangeable.”70
He adds, “Motion can only be perceived when there is something else
which is not moving. But when two or three things are relatively moving,
we first perceive the motion of the faster one, and then that of the slower
ones. How is the mind to perceive? It is also in a flux. Therefore another
thing is necessary which moves more slowly, then you must get to
something in which the motion is still slower, and so on, and you will find
no end. Therefore logic compels you to stop somewhere. You must
complete the series by knowing something which never changes.”71
Unity of consciousness is absolutely necessary for rational coherent
thought, memory, and the awareness of self-identity Though the German
thinker Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) unlike the Advaitists did not identify
this unchanging consciousness with our Real Self he did write, “If we were
not conscious that what we think is the same as what we thought a
moment before, all reproduction in the series of representations would be
useless…. For this unitary consciousness is what combines the manifolds
successively intuited, and therefore also reproduces, into one
representation. Such consciousness, however indistinct must always be
present; without it, concepts, and therewith knowledge of objects, are
altogether impossible…. There must therefore, be a Transcendental
Ground of the unity of consciousness in the synthesis of the manifold of
all our intuitions, and consequently also of the concepts of objects in
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general, and so of all objects of experience, a ground without which it
would be impossible to think any object for our intuitions; for this object is
no more than that something, the concept of which expresses such a
necessity of synthesis. This original and transcendental condition is no
other than Transcendental Apperception [Atman, pure unchanging
consciousness]…. To render such a transcendental presupposition valid,
there must be a condition which precedes all experience, and which makes
experience itself possible. There can be in us no modes of knowledge, no
connection or unity of one mode of knowledge with another, without that
unity of consciousness which precedes all data of intuitions, and by
relation to which representation of objects is alone possible. This pure
original unchangeable consciousness I shall name Transcendental
Apperception. That it deserves this name is clear from the fact that even
the purest objective unity, namely, that of the a priori concepts (space
and time), is only possible through relation of the intuitions to such unity
of consciousness.... [The mind] subordinates all synthesis of apprehension
(which is empirical) to a transcendental unity, thereby rendering possible
their interconnection according to a priori rules.”72 The Transcendental
Ground (Thing-in-Itself, Noumenon) is the origin and ground of
phenomenal existence. Yet, it is beyond the grasp of human understanding
since it is not an object of our experience and knowledge.
Kant continues, "The ‘I’ of apperception, and therefore the 'I' in
every act of thought, is one, and cannot be resolved into a plurality of
subjects, and consequently signifies a logically simple subject ... But this
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does not mean that the thinking ‘I’ is a simple substance." “The unity of
this apperception I likewise entitle the transcendental unity of selfconsciousness, in order to indicate the possibility of a priori knowledge
arising from it. For the manifold representations, which are given in an
intuition, would not be one and all my representations, if they, did not all
belong to one self-consciousness…. The thought that the representations
given in intuition, one and all belong to me, is therefore equivalent to the
thought that I unite them in one self-consciousness, or can at least so
unite them; and although this thought is not itself the consciousness of
the synthesis of the representations, it presupposes the possibility of that
synthesis. In other words, only in so far as I can gasp the manifold of
representations in one consciousness, do I call them one and all mine. For
otherwise I should have as many-coloured and diverse a self as I have
representations of which I am conscious to myself. Synthetic unity of the
manifold of intuitions, as generated a priori, is thus the ground of the
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identity of apperception itself, which precedes a priori all my
determinate thought…. Now all unification of representations demands
unity of consciousness in the synthesis of them. Consequently it is the
unity of consciousness that alone constitutes the relation of
representations to an object, and therefore their objective validity and the
fact that they are modes of knowledge; and upon it therefore rests the
very possibility of the understanding.”74
3) Responsible for a sense of freedom:
This point was brought forth by Vivekananda, “Within law is bondage;
beyond law is freedom. It is also true that freedom is of the nature of the
Soul, it is Its birthright: that real freedom of the soul shines through veils
of matter in the form of the apparent freedom of man. Every moment of
your life you feel that you are free. We cannot live, talk, or breathe for a
moment without feeling that we are free; but, at the same time, a little
thought shows us that we are like machines and not free.... Man is really
free, the real man cannot but be free. It is when he comes into the world
of Maya, into name and form, that he becomes bound.”75 “We are bound
so far as intelligence goes, that we are free so far as the soul is
concerned. It is the real nature of man, the soul, the Purusha, which is
beyond all law of causation.... That soul is free, and it is its freedom that
tells you every moment that you are free. But you mistake, and mingle
that freedom every moment with intelligence and mind. You try to
attribute that freedom to the intelligence, and immediately find that
intelligence is not free; you attribute that freedom to the body, and
immediately nature tells you that you are again mistaken. That is why
there is this mingled sense of freedom and bondage at the same time. The
Yogi analyses both what is free and what is bound, and his ignorance
vanishes. He finds that the Purusha is free, is the essence of that
knowledge, which coming through the Buddhi [intellect], becomes
intelligence, and, as such, is bound.”76 Purusha is Pure Consciousness the
unchanging and eternal witness.
Kant writes, “In its intelligible character (though we can only have a
general concept of that character) this same subject must be considered
to be free from all influence of sensibility and from all determination
through appearances. Inasmuch as it is Noumenon, nothing happens in it;
there can be no change requiring dynamical determination in time, and
therefore no causal dependence upon appearances. And consequently,
since natural necessity is to be met with only in the sensible world, this
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active being must in its actions be independent of, and free from all
such necessity.... freedom and nature, in the full sense of these terms, can
exist together, without any conflict, in the same actions, according as the
77

actions are referred to their intelligible or to their sensible cause.” “In
respect of the intelligible character, of which the empirical character is the
sensible schema, there can be no before and after; every action
irrespective of its relation in time to other appearances is the immediate
effect of the intelligible character of Pure Reason. Reason [Atman as
active] therefore acts freely; it is not dynamically determined in the chain
of natural causes through either outer or inner grounds antecedent in
time. This freedom ought not, therefore, to be conceived only negatively
[neti-neti] as independence of empirical conditions.”78
4) Provides motivation for self-development and evolutionary
development:
See Chapter VIII, Section 9. Vivekananda and Alexander on Evolution
that discusses the views of Vivekananda, Bergson, and Alexander on the
subject.
5) Nirguna Brahman-Atman reveals Itself to humans both
substantially and conceptually and that is why we seek Brahman-God:
Vivekananda notes, “The end of all religions is the realizing of God in
the soul. That is the one universal religion. If there is one universal truth in
all religions, I place it here—in realizing God. Ideals and methods may
differ, but that is the central point.”79
Swami Prabhavananda mentioned, “Vedantists point out that,
because of the presence of God within us, there exists in everyone,
whether sinner or saint, the urge to attain God. But a sinner is one who is
unconscious of that urge, while a saint is one who understands that urge
and consciously strives for its attainment. Now what is that urge? It is the
hope to attain freedom from suffering, freedom from misery, freedom
from ignorance, freedom from death. What is the sinner seeking by his
sins? Happiness, freedom. In other words, he too is seeking heaven, only
he is seeking it the wrong way?”80
In Plotinus’ (c. 205-70) philosophical presentation the Nous [Divine
Intellect, equivalent to Saguna Brahman, Ishvara] acquires its power from
the One also called the Good [equivalent to Nirguna Brahman]. The
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Enneads state, “But we say that Intellect [Nous] is an image of that
Good; for we must speak more plainly; first of all we must say that what
has come into being must be in a way that Good, and retain much of It
and be a likeness of It, as light is of the sun…. Intellect, certainly, by Its
own means even defines Its being for Itself by the power which comes
from the One, and because Its substance is a kind of single part of what
belongs to the One and comes from the One, It is strengthened by the
One and made perfect in substantial existence by and from It.”81
The English mystic William Law (1686-1761) apprehended, “Though
God is everywhere present, yet He is only present to thee in the deepest
and most central part of thy soul.... But there is a root or depth of thee
from whence all these faculties come forth, as lines from a centre, or as
branches from the body of the tree. This depth is called the centre, the
fund or bottom of the soul. This depth is the unity, the eternity—I had
almost said the infinity—of thy soul; for it is so infinite that nothing can
satisfy it or give it rest but the infinity of God.”82
Sudhindra Chakravarti affirmed, “According to [Soren] Kierkegaard
[1813-55] the first thing that reveals itself to me as a result of the
concentration of my inward attention is an inner conflict between the
finite and the infinite in me. I cannot rest content with my finitude, for my
existence inwardly yearns after the Infinite. It seeks perfection,
immortality, eternity, and absolute happiness which a mere finite being
cannot possess. The intense feeling of this disparity between what I am
and what I should and can be, brings about a pathos or melancholy which
is usually disturbed, by objective speculation and aesthetic work. The
difficulty of resolving this conflict is clearly realised when all distractions
and temptations are suppressed by a firm ethical determination to follow
the end of existence. The end of existence is the attainment of eternal
and absolute happiness. The acceptance of this absolute end demands the
sacrifice of all relative and temporary goods. While directing his will
absolutely to this absolute end, the exister has to choose between the
relative worldly goods and the Absolute Good. Either the relative good or
the Absolute good must be chosen, for there is no room for both in
ethical life.”
6) The cause of love in us:
Quoting the Upanishad’s Vivekananda wrote, "It is not for the sake of
the husband that the wife loves the husband, but for the sake of the
Atman that she loves the husband, because she loves the Self. None loves
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the wife for the sake of the wife; but it is because one loves the Self
[Atman] that one loves the wife. None loves the children for the children;
but because one loves the Self, therefore one loves the children. None
loves wealth on account of the wealth; but because one loves the Self,
therefore one loves wealth. None loves the Brahmin for the sake of the
Brahmin; but because one loves the Self, one loves the Brahmin. So, none
loves the Kshatriya for the sake of the Kshatriya, but because one loves
the Self. Neither does any one love the world on account of the world, but
because one loves the Self. None, similarly, loves the gods on account of
the gods, but because one loves the Self. None loves a thing for that
thing's sake; but it is for the Self that one loves it.... Even when the wife
loves the husband, whether she knows it or not, she loves the husband for
that Self. It is selfishness as it is manifested in the world, but that
selfishness is really but a small part of that Selfness. Whenever one loves,
one has to love in and through the Self. This Self has to be known. What is
the difference? Those that love the Self without knowing what It is, their
love is selfishness. Those that love, knowing what that Self is, their love is
free; they are sages.... Every time we particularize an object, we
differentiate it from the Self. I am trying to love a woman; as soon as that
woman is particularized, she is separated from the Atman, and my love for
her will not be eternal, but will end in grief. But as soon as I see that
woman as the Atman, that love becomes perfect, and will never suffer.”83
See Section 4. Atma-Dharma the Highest of All Ethical Systems for more
of these ideas.
For Vedanta it is the attraction of the Atman than moves the human
will towards love and for Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) the attractive power
of God (the universal good) moves the human will towards goodness.
Aquinas discerned, “I answer that, Just as the intellect is moved by the
object and by the giver of the power of understanding, as was stated
above, so the will is moved by its object, which is the good, and by Him
who creates the power of willing. Now the will can be moved by any good
as its object, but by God alone is it moved sufficiently and efficaciously....
Now the potentiality of the will extends to the universal good, for its
object is the universal good, just as the object of the intellect is universal
being. But every created good is some particular good, and God alone is
the universal good. Therefore He alone fills the capacity of the will, and
moves it sufficiently as its object. In like manner, the power of willing is
caused by God alone. For to will is nothing but to be inclined towards the
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object of the will, which is the universal good. But to incline towards
the universal good belongs to the first mover, to whom the ultimate end is
proportioned; just as in human affairs to him that presides over the
community belongs the directing of his subjects to the common weal.
Therefore in both ways it belongs to God to move the will; but especially
in the second way by an interior inclination of the will.... Thus then does
God work in every agent, according to these three things. First, as an end.
For since every operation is for the sake of some good, real or apparent,
and since nothing is good, either really or apparently, except in so far as it
participates in a likeness to the highest good, which is God, it follows that
God Himself is the cause of every operation as its end.”84
7) The background-substratum and substantial first cause of the
phenomenal universe:
See Chapter V, Section 1. It is the Immutable BackgroundSubstratum-Ground (Foundational Cause) of All Existence for more details.
8) Is the life force and cause of existence:
Anselm (1033-1109) the Archbishop of Canterbury articulated,
“Whatever is sustained [in existence] is sustained by some one thing
which alone is sustained through Itself, while everything else is sustained
through another.... just as nothing was made except through the creative
and present Being, so nothing is sustained except through the conserving
presence of this same Being.... where the Supreme Being does not exist,
nothing exists.... Consequently, it is clear that this Being is what sustains,
excels, limits, and pervades all other things. Therefore, if these
conclusions are conjoined with the ones we discovered earlier, then one
and the same Being exists in and through all other things and is that from
which, through which, and in which all other things exist.” It cannot decay
and is neither divisible nor extended, but is completely present
everywhere.85
Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) compares our existence to that of air
that is lit as long as the sun (God) illuminates it, and that it ceases to be lit
as soon as the sun ceases to act upon it. The sun is light through its own
nature, whereas air is illuminated only by participating in the light of the
sun but not the nature of the sun. Hence, Aquinas concludes that if God
were to cease His action in governing created things, all species would
cease to be and would perish.86 The Being (God) that causes all things to
exist through the act of participation must be immutable and simple. That
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from which all others ultimately receive their own particular limited
modes of being, does not simply exist, but is Existence–Itself or BeingItself (Ipsum Esse). He wrote, “If there were a per se heat, it would be the
cause of all hot things, that have heat by way of participation. Now there
is a Being that is its own Being: and this follows from the fact that there
must needs be a Being that is pure act [no potentiality, Immutable] and
wherein there is no composition [Simple]. Hence from that one Being all
other beings that are not their own being, but have being by
participation.”87
Jan Ruysbroeck (1293-1381) the Flemish mystic explained that all
things exist eternally in God beyond space and time. They are present in
the eternal ground of the Father and objectify through the Son. “Our
created being abides in the Eternal Essence and is one with it in its
essential existence.” The image of God “has an eternal immanence in the
Divine Essence [Nirguna Brahman] without distinction and an eternal out
flowing in the Son in distinction.” “All creatures come forth from the Son
eternally and they are known as other, yet not other in all ways because
all in God is God.” After which they enter into space and time and
eventually, they return to God through the Holy Spirit. “The image of God
is that in which God reflects Himself and all things, and in this image all
creatures have an eternal life outside themselves, in their Eternal
Archetypes.” All creatures reflect the image of God, the Eternal
Archetypes in the depth of their soul. "And in the Divine light they see
that as [in] regards [to] their essential essence they are that Ground from
which the brightness shines forth, and they go forth from themselves
above reason in an intuitive gazing, and are transfigured into the light
which they see and which they are, and they behold God in all things
without distinction in a simple seeing, in the Divine brightness."88 “The
image of God is found essentially and personally in all mankind. Each
possesses it whole, entire and undivided, and all together not more than
one alone. In this way we are all one, intimately united in our eternal
image, which is the image of God and the source in us of all our life. Our
created essence and our life are attached to it without mediation as to
their eternal cause.”89
Continuing with this idea, the German mystic Henry Suso (1300-66)
and student of Meister Eckhart proclaimed that all beings are one with the
Essence of God. The Divine Essence equates with Nirguna Brahman and
the Manifestations of God with Saguna Brahman-Ishvara. “All creatures
have existed eternally in the Divine Essence, as in their exemplar. So far as
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they conform to the Divine idea, all beings were, before their creation,
one thing with the Essence of God. (God creates into time what was and is
in eternity.) Eternally, all creatures are God in God.... So far as they are in
God, they are the same life, the same essence, the same power, the same
One, and nothing less.”90
9) The cause of eternal life:
Vivekananda related, “He [Brahman-Atman] dies not. The same
voice, ‘I am, I am,’ is eternal, unchangeable. In Him and through Him we
know everything. In Him and through Him we see everything. In Him and
through Him we sense, we think, we live, and we are.”91
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan (1888-1975) indicated that the Self
(Atman) "is the subject which persists throughout the changes, the
common factor in the states of waking, dream, sleep, death, rebirth, and
final deliverance. It is the simple truth that nothing can destroy. Death
does not touch it nor vice dissolve it. Permanence, continuity, unity,
eternal activity are its characteristics. It is a world self-complete. There is
nothing outside of it to set against it.”92
From the Western standpoint Origen (c. 185-254) the Christian
Middle Platonists religious philosopher explains it, “If then the heavenly
powers receive a share of intellectual light, that is, of the Divine nature, in
virtue of the fact that they share in wisdom and sanctification, and if the
soul of man receives a share of the same light and wisdom, then these
beings will be of one nature and one substance with each other. But the
heavenly powers are incorruptible immortal; undoubtedly therefore the
substance of the soul of man will also be incorruptible and immortal …
every existence which has a share in that eternal nature must itself also
remain forever incorruptible and eternal.” Jerome (c. 343-420) later
added that according to Origen, “the Father, Son and the Holy Spirit, all
angels ... and even man himself in virtues of his soul’s dignity, are of one
substance.”93
10) The source of motion and activity:
Nirguna Brahman-Atman is the source of existence, consciousness,
and love in the phenomenal world. But since they are immutable, how can
they produce change? In the West the philosopher Thomas Aquinas has
been criticized on this issue. A partial explanation follows.
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Shankara pointed out, “A magnet, though possessing no tendency
to act by itself, still induces that tendency in iron; or objects of perception
like color etc., which by themselves have no tendency to act, still impart
this to the eye etc. Similarly, it is but logical that God who is all-pervasive,
the Self [Atman] of all, omniscient, and omnipotent, should be the impeller
of all even though He is Himself free from any tendency to act.”94
Sankhya-Yoga philosophers and their Vedanta commentators like
Vijnanabhiksu (fl. 1550/75) taught the following as explained by
Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan. Purusha (the Transcendental-Immanent Self) is
the primal Unmoved Mover, which dwells apart from the natural world.
“The first cause as well as the final cause, of the cosmic process is
Purusha. But the causation of Purusha is purely mechanical, being due not
to its volition but to its mere proximity. Purusha moves the world by a
kind of action which is not movement. It is compared to the attraction of
a magnet [Purusha] for iron [the world]…. God, the first mover, is said to
move the world by being the object after which the whole creation strives,
and not as if it were in any way determined by his action. Concern with
the affairs of the world would destroy the completeness of Brahman’s
(God’s) life. So God, who is pure intelligence, though himself unmoved,
moves the world by his mere being. The further development of things
arises from their own nature.” Immutable Purusha is not affected by the
events that occur in the world. As the foundation of teleology, all desires
and movements that take place in the world are unconsciously and
unwittingly motivated by a striving for Purusha the final cause of all
events.95
A more detailed exposition is given by Aristotle’s (384-322 B.C.)
concerning the Unmoved Mover, which is both the First Cause and Final
Cause of the universe and its activities. It is possible to believe in a
Nondual God and a dualistic universe. For Aristotle (Physics, Book 8),
there must be an Unmoved Mover in order to explain the motion of
entities. Time is eternal and since “time is the measure of motion,” the
latter must also be eternal. Motion is not self-caused and thus cannot
begin without the prior existence of something already in motion.
“Aristotle concludes that there must be something that imparts motion
without Itself being moved; otherwise, there would be an infinite regress
of movers, the moved and instruments of moving, which is
unacceptable.... all movable things are only potentially in motion, and
require something else to act upon them in order to be set in motion....
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since motion is both eternal and necessary, the First Mover must be
equally eternal and necessary.... there is only one Unmoved Mover, not
only because many Unmoved Movers are unnecessary, but because only
one mover could produce a continuous motion, in the sense of being an
interconnected system of causes and effects. Moreover, since it is
continuous, motion is one; one effect requires a single cause, so that the
Unmoved Mover must also be one. He concludes that an Unmoved Mover
causing eternal motion must likewise be eternal.”
In Metaphysics 12.7 Aristotle concludes according to the
commentator, “‘Since that which moves and is moved is intermediate,
there is something which moves without being moved, being eternal,
substance, and actuality.’ The First Mover is an eternal, fully actual
substance that moves the First Heaven without Itself being moved, either
self-moved or moved by something else. Being unmovable, It is fully
actual, because, otherwise, It would have potentiality [to change] and
therefore not be unmovable.... The Unmoved Mover as Final Cause causes
motion by being loved [desired] ... God could not impart motion as the
first efficient cause, because to do so God would have to be in motion,
and if God were in motion, then God would be moved and movable.... the
First Heaven has intelligence, or soul, in order to love the Unmoved Mover
and so allow the latter to function as Final Cause.... Its necessity consists
in the fact that it cannot be otherwise but can exist only in a single way;
in other words, Its necessity is a result of its lacking all potentiality [for
change]. The First Mover is also a first principle (archê), for the First
Mover explains everything else because it causes all motion.” Aristotle
writes, “There is a substance which is eternal and unmovable and separate
from sensible things. It has been shown also that this substance cannot
have any magnitude, but is without parts, and indivisible (for it produces
movement through infinite time, but nothing finite has infinite power; and,
while every magnitude is either infinite or finite, It cannot, for the above
reason, have finite magnitude, and It cannot have infinite magnitude
because there is no infinite magnitude at all.”96
Vivekananda concentrated on the positive approach emphasizing, “It
is the real nature of man, the soul [Atman], the Purusha, which is beyond
all law of causation. Its freedom is percolating through layers of matter in
various forms, intelligence, mind, etc. It is its light which is shining through
all.” “He shining, everything else shines. It is His light that they have
borrowed, and He is shining through them." “The bright body is considered
as the receptacle of the mind, and the Atman is beyond that. It is not the
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mind even; it works the mind, and through the mind the body.”
“Deification of the world--giving up the world as we think of it, as we know
it, as it appears to us--and to know what it really is. Deify it; it is God
alone. We read at the commencement of one of the oldest of the
Upanishads, ‘Whatever exists in this universe is to be covered with the
Lord.’”97
Without Nirguna Brahman there would be no heavenly or phenomenal
world. In this sense, It is the cause of the existence (thatness) of
everything, but is it the cause of the specific content and events
(whatness) of everything? Does Nirguna Brahman determine the way that
Saguna Brahman creates the world? This is a difficult question to answer
since Nirguna Brahman transcends every form of human thought and
activity including will, reason, and causation.98

4. Atma-Dharma the Highest of All Ethical Virtues
The ethical implications of oneness. Indian: “It is not for the sake of
the husband, my beloved, that the husband is dear, but for the sake of
the Self [Atman]” (Br. Up.* 2:4.5, p. 142; 4:5.6). “He who sees all beings
in the Self, and the Self in all beings, hates none” (Is. Up.* 6, p. 4).
“Because he sees the Lord present alike everywhere, he does not injure
Self by self” (BG 13:28). “He who thus recognizes the Self through the
Self in all created beings becomes equal-minded towards all” (LM 12:125).
Old and New Testament: “The commandments ... are summed up in
this sentence, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (Rom. 13:9; cf.
Lev. 19:18; Mt. 19:19; 22:39; Mk. 12:31; Lk. 10:27; Gal. 5:14; Jam. 2:8).
The Golden Rule. Indian: “Do naught to others which if done to thee,
would cause the pain” (MB 5:1517). “Treat others as thou would’st
thyself be treated. Do nothing to thy neighbor which hereafter thou
would’st not have thy neighbor do to thee, in causing pleasure or in giving
pain, in doing good, or injury to others” (MB 13:5571). “The supreme yogi
... looks on the pleasure and pain of all beings as he looks on them in
himself” (BG 6:32).
New Testament: “Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do
so to them; for this is the law and the prophets” (Mt. 7:12; cf. Lk. 6:31).
Atma-dharma (Duty to the Atman) is the highest morality and all
other ethical systems are subsumed under it. It is the highest virtue
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(Virtue Ethics), duty (Deontology), and utility (Utilitarianism); the most
practical (Pragmatism), resulting in the best outcome and consequences
(Consequentialism), the greatest level of self-development (Evolutionary
Ethics), and yields the most happiness and least unhappiness
(Epicureanism). Moral truths, obligations, and actions are grounded in the
fundamental metaphysical fact of the Atman, your own inherent Divinity.
The Atman is essentially the “highest good,” and Its commands are
obligatory and not arbitrary. There is nothing more sublime than realizing
your own Divinity as soon as possible.
Advaita Ethics
For Swami Vivekananda “Advaita Ethics” is an imperative of prime
importance in the modern world. Here he explains the ethical correlates of
the doctrine of the oneness of all people and all existence, “Behind
everything the same Divinity is existing, and out of this comes the basis of
morality. Do not injure another. Love everyone as your own self, because
the whole universe is one. In injuring another, I am injuring myself; in loving
another, I am loving myself.... Why should I not injure my neighbour? To
this question there was no satisfactory or conclusive answer forthcoming,
until it was evolved by the metaphysical speculations of the Hindus who
could not rest satisfied with mere dogmas. So the Hindus say that this
Atman is absolute and all-pervading, therefore infinite. There cannot be
two infinites, for they would limit each other and would become finite.
Also each individual soul is a part and parcel of that Universal Soul, which
is infinite. Therefore in injuring his neighbour, the individual actually injures
himself. This is the basic metaphysical truth underlying all ethical codes....
The Vedanta lays down that each man should be treated not as what he
manifests, but as what he stands for. Each human being stands for the
Divine, and, therefore, every teacher should be helpful, not by condemning
man, but by helping him to call forth the Divinity that is within him.... The
Vedanta claims that there has not been one religious inspiration, one
manifestation of the Divine man, however great, but it has been the
expression of that infinite oneness in human nature; and all that we call
ethics and morality and doing good to others is also but the manifestation
of this oneness. There are moments when every man feels that he is one
with the universe, and he rushes forth to express it, whether he knows it
or not. This expression of oneness is what we call love and sympathy, and
it is the basis of all our ethics and morality. This is summed up in the
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Vedanta philosophy by the celebrated aphorism, Tat Tvam Asi, ‘Thou
art That.’ To every man, this is taught: Thou art one with this Universal
Being, and, as such, every soul that exists is your soul; and everybody
that exists is your body; and in hurting anyone, you hurt yourself, in loving
anyone, you love yourself. As soon as a current of hatred is thrown
outside, whomsoever else it hurts, it also hurts yourself; and if love comes
out from you, it is bound to come back to you.”99
Vivekananda continues, “We have always heard it preached, ‘Love
one another.’ What for? That doctrine was preached, but the explanation
is here. Why should I love everyone? Because they and I are one. Why
should I love my brother? Because he and I are one. There is this oneness;
this solidarity of the whole universe. From the lowest worm that crawls
under our feet to the highest beings that ever lived--all have various
bodies, but are the one Soul.”100 “The other great idea that the world
wants from us today ... is that eternal grand idea of the spiritual oneness
of the whole universe ... There is but one Soul throughout the universe, all
is but One Existence.... Where is that eternal sanction [for morality] to be
found except in the only Infinite Reality that exists in you and in me and in
all, in the Self, in the Soul? The infinite oneness of the Soul is the eternal
sanction of all morality, that you and I are not only brothers—every
literature voicing man’s struggle towards freedom has preached that for
you—but that you and I are really one. This is the dictate of Indian
philosophy. This oneness is the rationale of all ethics and all spirituality.”101
Along this line Swami Abhedananda (1866-1939) of the Ramakrishna
Order answered the question, “Why should I love my neighbor as myself?
Like Christianity, Vedanta teaches this ideal.… Vedanta gives the rational
explanation and tells us why we should love our neighbors as ourselves:
Because the true Self [Atman] of our neighbor is one with our true Self.
And that recognition of this spiritual oneness, when understood, is the
meaning of love. Love means spiritual oneness, oneness of two souls—
that is true love.” All selfishness vanishes when we overcome the idea of
our own egocentric separateness, hence the awareness of the oneness of
all is the basis of morality. When we love others, we love our own self and
when harming others we harm ourself. We should never injure, hate or
cheat others because of the underlying spiritual unity of humanity.102
Swami Turiyananda (1863-1922) told his followers, “Speak to others
even as you speak to yourself. That is to say, know everyone as your own
self. Do you ever get angry with yourself? Even so, behave with others.
But that would be possible only when you see your own [Divine] Self
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existing in others…. Indeed there is a plane of consciousness where
everything appears as one’s own Self.” Swami Akhandananda stated,
“When I serve others I serve my own Self, my Atman. Everyone is my
Atman.”103 Along this line Swami Akhilananda explained, “Because the
Godhead is within each one of us, Vedanta teaches not merely the
brotherhood, but the identity of man with man. It says: ‘Thou art That.’
Every soul is your own soul. Every creature is yourself. If you harm
anyone, you harm yourself. If you help anyone, you help yourself.
Therefore, all feelings of separateness, exclusiveness, intolerance and
hatred are not only ‘wrong,’ they are the blackest ignorance, because they
deny the existence of the omnipresent Godhead, which is One.” Swami
Nikhilananda added, “Maya hides from us the ultimate Truth, which reveals
man’s identity with Brahman, as expressed in the Upanishadic statement:
‘That thou art.’ Man is therefore more than the finite or narrow self. He is
really the Universal Self, though oblivious of this fact on account of a veil,
concealing his true nature. It is the duty of man to recognize and realize
his oneness with Brahman…. When a man is asked to love his neighbor, he
should also be told that every living being is his neighbor… Universal love
is based upon the fundamental oneness of all living beings.”104 These
views were also confirmed and supported by Bal G. Tilak (1856-1920),
Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948), M. Hiriyanna (1871-1950), M. P. V. Kane
(1880-1972), and S. Radhakrishnan (1888-1975).105
Since each individual self is at one with the Universal Self, it follows
that an individual cannot inflict an injury on another without injuring
oneself. To realize that the inner core of another person is Divine is to
approach that person with a worshipful spirit. Since our inner nature is
Divine, service to humanity properly performed is an elevated form of
worship.
Western Perspectives on the Subject
The French-Swiss leader of the Protestant Reformation, John Calvin
(1509-64) drew an important moral implication from the idea that the
“Image of God” mentioned in the Bible dwells in all people. “The great part
of them [humans] are most unworthy if they be judged by their own
merit. But here Scriptures help in the best way when it teaches that we
are not to consider that men merit of themselves but to look upon the
image of God in all men, to which we owe all honor and love. However, it is
among members of the household of faith that this same image is more
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carefully to be noted [Gal. 6:10], in so far as it has been renewed and
restored through the Spirit of Christ. Therefore, whatever man you meet
who needs your aid, you have no reason to refuse to help him…. Say ‘He
is contemptible and worthless’; but the Lord shows him to be one to
whom he has deigned to give the beauty of his image. Say that you owe
nothing for any service of his; but God, as it were, has put him in his own
place in order that you may recognize toward him the many and great
benefits with which God has bound you to himself. Say that he does not
deserve even your least effort for his sake; but the Image of God, which
recommends him to you, is worthy of your giving yourself and all your
possessions. Now if he has not only deserved no good at your hand, but
has also provoked you by unjust acts and curses, not even this is just
reason why you should cease to embrace him in love and to perform the
duties of love on his behalf…. It is that we remember not to consider
men’s evil intention but to look upon the Image of God in them, which
cancels and effaces their transgressions, and with its beauty and dignity
allures us to love and embrace them.”106
On this subject the Swiss theological Karl Barth (1886-1968) wrote,
“On the basis of the eternal will of God we have to think of every human
being, even the oddest, most villainous or miserable, as one to whom
Jesus Christ is Brother and God is Father; and we have to deal with him on
this assumption. If the other person knows that already, then we have to
strengthen him in that knowledge. If he does not know it yet, or no longer
knows it, our business is to transmit this knowledge to him. On the basis
of the knowledge of the humanity of God no other attitude to any kind of
fellow man is possible. It is identical with the practical acknowledgement
of his human rights and his human dignity. To deny it to him would be for
us to renounce having Jesus Christ as Brother and God as Father.”107
Arthur Schopenhauer’s (1788-1860) concept of the oneness of our
“own inner Being-in-Itself” has ethical implications similar to Vivekananda’s
explanation of Atman. Following Schopenhauer’s logic, “The Will is the inItself [comparable to the Atman] of every phenomenon, but Itself as such
is free from the forms of that phenomenon, and so from plurality. In
reference to conduct, I do not know how this truth can be more worthily
expressed than by the formula of the Veda already quoted: Tat tvam asi
(This art thou). Whoever is able to declare this to himself with clear
knowledge and firm inward conviction about every creature with whom he
comes in contact, is certain of all virtue and bliss, and is on the direct path
to salvation.”108 “The good conscience, the satisfaction we feel after
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every disinterested deed. It springs from the fact that such a deed, as
arising from the direct recognition of our own inner Being-in-Itself
[comparable to the Atman] in the phenomenon of another, again affords
us the verification of this knowledge, of the knowledge that our true self
exists not only in our own person, in this particular phenomenon, but in
everything that lives. In this way, the heart feels itself enlarged, just as by
egoism it feels contacted…. so the knowledge that every living thing is
just as much our own inner Being-in-Itself as is our own person, extends
our interest to all that lives; and in this way the heart is enlarged.”109
Schopenhauer continues, “If that veil of Maya, the principium
individuations [principle of individuation], is lifted from the eyes of a man
to such an extent that he no longer makes the egotistical distinction
between himself and the person of others, but takes as much interest in
the sufferings of other individuals as in his own, and thus is not only
benevolent and charitable in the highest degree, but even ready to
sacrifice his own individuality whenever several others can be saved
thereby, then it follows automatically that such a man recognizing in all
beings his own true and innermost Self, must also regard the endless
sufferings of all that lives as his own, and thus take upon himself the pain
of the whole world. No suffering is any longer strange or foreign to
him.”110 “My true inner being exists in every living thing as directly as It
makes itself known in my self-consciousness only to me. In Sanskrit Tat
tvam asi (This art thou) is the formula, the standing expression, for this
knowledge. It is this that bursts forth as compassion on which all genuine,
i.e., disinterested, virtue therefore depends, and whose real expression is
every good deed. In the last resort, it is this knowledge to which every
appeal to gentleness, leniency, loving-kindness, and mercy instead of
justice, is directed. For such an appeal is a reminder of that respect in
which we are all one and the same entity.”111
Paul Deussen (1845-1919) under the influence of Schopenhauer’s
writings, in his Bombay lecture of 1893 stated, “The highest and purest
morality is the immediate consequence of the Vedanta. The Gospels fix
quite correctly as the highest law of morality: ‘love your neighbour as your
selves.’ But why should I do so, since by the order of nature I feel pain and
pleasure only in myself, not in my neighbour? The answer is not in the
Bible, but it is in the Veda, is in the great formula 'Tat tvam asi,’ which
gives in three words metaphysics and morals altogether. You shall love
your neighbour as yourselves—because you are your neighbour, and mere
illusion makes you believe, that your neighbour is something different from
41

42
yourselves. Or in the words of the Bhagavadgita, ‘he who knows himself
in everything and everything in himself, will not injure himself by himself.’
This is the sum and tenor of all morality, and this is the standpoint of a
man knowing himself as Brahman. He feels himself everything—so he will
not desire anything, for he has whatever can be had—he feels himself
everything—so he will not injure anything, for nobody injures himself.”112
Next we come to the oneness of existence based on the universal
will to live or will to exist (on the earthly plane of existence). In 1915, on a
small steamer in rural Africa, Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965) the GermanFrench Nobel Prize winning humanitarian and Christian missionary, was
trying to solve the problem of how modern culture could manifest greater
moral depth and energy. Weary with despair, tired and discouraged at
sunset, “there flashed upon my mind unforeseen and unsought, the phrase
‘Reverence for Life.’” Schweitzer interpreted this maxim, as an elemental
and universal conception for a spiritual and humane ethics. He concluded,
“Through Reverence for Life, we come into a spiritual relationship with the
universe. The inner depth of feeling we experience through it, gives us the
will and capacity to create a spiritual and ethical set of values that enables
us to act on a higher plane, because we then feel ourselves truly at home
in our world.”113 “What is the immediate fact of my consciousness? What
do I self-consciously know of myself, making abstractions of all else, from
childhood to old age? To what do I always return? We find the simple fact
of consciousness in this, I will to live…. I cling to life because of my
Reverence for Life.” “The immediate facts of human consciousness testify:
‘I am life which wills to live in the midst of life which wills to live.’”114
Practicing Reverence for Life “my finite will-to-live experiences union with
the infinite will in which all life is one.”115
For Schweitzer a basic principle of morality is, “good consists in
maintaining, promoting, and enhancing life, and that destroying, injuring,
and limiting life are evil. Affirmation of the world, which means affirmation
of the will-to-live that manifests itself around me, is only possible if I
devote myself to other life…. For in world-and life-affirmation and in ethics
I carry out the will of the universal will-to-live which reveals itself in me. I
live my life in God, in the mysterious Divine personality which I do not
know as such in the world, but only experience as mysterious Will within
myself. Rational thinking which is free from assumptions ends therefore in
mysticism. To relate oneself in the spirit of Reverence for Life to the
multiform manifestations of the will-to-live which together constitute the
world is ethical mysticism.”116 “Reverence for Life arising from the will-to42
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live that has become reflective therefore contains affirmation of life
and ethics inseparably combined. It aims to create values, and to realize
progress of different kinds which shall serve the material, spiritual, and
ethical development of men and mankind.”117
Modern Catholic writers like Roger Haight, S.J. also write of the
ontological unity the human family. “This extremely vital value in liberation
theology points to a deeper ontological truth that should be characterized
as a theological supposition, namely, the unity of the human race. Despite
enormous cultural differences between peoples, both across the span of
recorded history and the spectrum of differentiated situation and ethos
today, there is some transcendental unity to the human family. Human
beings journey through this life in this world together. This solidarity is
being brought home to us in striking ways in the twentieth century; our
ontological oneness is assuming ever more concrete and historical
forms…. What makes us united with God? The response of liberation
theology to this question is that we are ultimately united to God through
our being united with the neighbor; we love God through loving the
neighbor.”118
In summary, prescriptive normative statements concerning what a
person “ought to do,” are determined by descriptive statements that
pertain to the goals they want to accomplish and those they want to
avoid. It is important to establish a moral philosophy that has a solid
metaphysical foundation. Atman and the inherent divinity of the Soul
(Self) are the foundation of morality. Humans should be respected
because within each and every person is: God as the Atman and the
Universal Soul (Vivekananda), and our true Self (Abhedananda), the Image
of God (Calvin), our own inner being-in-itself (Schopenhauer), and the willto-live (Schweitzer). Attaining the realization of the divinity of the soul, an
awakened person enters into a spiritual relationship with all aspects of
existence.
Another factor to consider is that the Nondualism of Shankara and
Vivekananda involves many years of ethical preparation before the
enlightenment state can be reached. It is imperative that the spiritual
aspirant lives an exemplary moral life demonstrating the moral virtues
such as restraint, honesty, truthfulness, continence, etc.
Atma-Dharma
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Atma-dharma (Duty to the Atman) is the supreme duty that all
people owe to their Atman (Divine Self), which along with our obligation to
God is the most universal of all dharmas. Dharma concerns one’s actions,
systems of beliefs, and values. People are obligated out of a sense of duty
to their own higher intrinsic nature, to obey the moral law. Morality (the
law of duty) is the law of our higher Self (Atman), the ground of moral
obligation, the innermost essence of one’s being, which is necessary for
attaining the supreme good. By adhering to dharma which is an
unconditional command and moral imperative, a seeker discovers their
essential Divinity. Duties to society come and go, but we can never escape
our duty to our Atman. It is an overarching moral principle based on
metaphysical and ontological principles. One must follow the Divine
command of the Atman. As a system of virtue theory it is teleological
since it involves the purpose (telos) and meaning of human life, the goal
being self-realization, striving to realize one’s full potential by becoming a
better person. It concerns good thought, feelings, actions; as well as the
proper, values, desires, choices, attitudes, interests, perceptions, and
expectations.
Meta-ethics is the branch of ethics that seeks to comprehend the
nature of ethical properties, statements, attitudes, and judgments. It
raises questions such as "Why should I be moral?” and “What is
goodness?" Morality is both subjective dealing with the inherent character
of the individual, their thoughts, feelings, and values (Axiology); and
objective concerning the consequences of one’s actions, the desirability
and undesirability of an outcome or result. Because of our Atman nature,
we sometimes have intuitive or a priori awareness (without inference) of
objective moral properties or moral truths (such as the property of
goodness). Plato (427-327 B.C.) and Immanuel Kant taught moral and
ethical rationalism, that moral truths or at least general moral principles
are knowable a priori, through reason. In addition, moral principles and
facts are also known empirically through observation and experience.
A universal foundation for ethics and morality is provided by Atmadharma in at least three ways. First, it is spatially universal applying to all
people in all societies of this world regardless of culture, race, sex,
religions, nationality, sexuality, or other distinguishing feature; and to
people in any other world. Second, it is temporally universal and not
historically conditioned, unchanging and eternally valid throughout all
moments of time. Third, it is valid in every situation and under all
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conditions. It is not what Immanuel Kant referred to as a “hypothetical
good,” definable by a sentence containing a contingent "if-then" clause,
such as "Sunshine is only good if you do not live in the desert." Atmadharma is what Kant termed a “Categorical Imperative,” an "Act according
to those maxims that you could will to be universal law.” It can be
followed simultaneously by everyone without exception. It is the highest
form of ethics, the summum bonum or greatest good being the supreme
goal of life. It is both inherently good in itself (intrinsically), and good
without qualification. It is intrinsically good in itself and also instrumentally
good, necessary for acquiring other higher order things that are of value.
Evaluative moral sentences can be expressed in propositional form
that is true or false. Descriptive properties of terms such as good, bad,
right, and wrong are subject to universal truth conditions. From this
standpoint normative ethical theory evaluations of moral truths as being
good or bad, better or worse are objective factual descriptions.
Prescriptive judgments concerning right and wrong are objective matters
of fact (Cognitivism). Following the principles of Atma-dharma, bring "the
greatest happiness for the greatest number" over the longest period of
time (Utilitarianism). Like all fundamental ethical systems, since it offers
only general moral principles to follow, Atma-dharma must be
supplemented by other sources of valid moral activity (such as those
prescribed by religious scriptures and philosophical texts). There are
fundamental and unchanging truths, self-evident principles, and universally
acceptable such as truthfulness, intelligence, honesty, courage,
compassion, and hard working. Normative ethical theory addresses such
questions as "What should I do?” thus endorsing some ethical evaluations
and rejecting others.119
Swami Vivekananda informs us, “We shall find that the philosophy of
duty, whether it be in the form of ethics or of love, is the same as in every
other Yoga--the object being the attenuating of the lower self, so that the
real higher Self [Atman] may shine forth--the lessening of the frittering
away of energies on the lower plane of existence, so that the soul may
manifest itself on the higher ones.”120
Paul Tillich (1886-1965) the German-American theologian informs us
that the theonomous form of religion “becomes ontological. It asserts (in
agreement with the predominant trend of classical theology) that the law
given by God is man’s Essential Nature, put against him as law. If man
were not estranged from himself, if his essential nature were not distorted
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in his actual existence, no law would stand against him. The law is not
strange to man. It is natural law. It represents his true nature from which
he is estranged. Every valid ethical commandment is an expression of
man’s essential relation to himself, to others and to the universe. This
alone makes it obligatory and its denial self-destructive. This alone
accounts for the unconditional form of the moral imperative.” Theonomy
is “a principle or law that fulfills the law of one’s own being by uniting it
with the ground and source of all being.” The authority of the moral
imperative is derived from the ontological nature of a person, which is his
or her own Essential Self.121 All righteous acts aid in removing the barriers
and bring us closer to our true Self. The moral law is both an expression of
an individual’s higher spiritual Self; and the will and commands of God
based on his/her goodness.
The Indian writer Balbir Gauchhwal adds, “Good then, becomes an
essential or intrinsic attribute of reality insofar as it comes to be humanly
conceived as the counterpart of the essential being of man [Svabhava or
Atman], and therefore, the object of realization by him.... Hindu thought,
is that ethics—understood as the subjective principle of acting as
determined by the objective law of goodness [Sva-dharma or Atmadharma]—and religion, regarded as the realization of this goodness either
as the law of one's selfhood, or as one's law identical with God's ... the
passionate search made by the Hindus to account for reality in terms of
an eternal moral order whose laws are absolutely immutable and
impersonal in their metaphysics aspect, and so absolutely unconditional in
their application to human will in their ethical aspects.... Consequently, the
highest good comes to be conceived, respectively, as self-realization, and
as the attaining of a living communion with God [God-realization].
Corresponding to these two ways in which the goal to be attained is
represented, two springs of ethical activity are accepted. These are,
respectfully, purification of the self and the undertaking of activity as the
fulfillment of the will and command of God. In respect to the former
aspect, the self [Atman] is looked upon as in itself the law of absolute
goodness in much the same way as Brahman is conceived as the
perfection of the law.”122 Thus, Brahman and God are the highest Reality
(metaphysics, ontology), Goodness (ethics), and Value (axiology).
5. Western Insights on Swami Vivekananda’s Presentation of the Atman
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In the West, leading philosophers like Georg Hegel, Bertrand
Russell, G. E. Moore, and Albert Schweitzer vehemently opposed the idea
of the world as an appearance. The middle two purposely turning British
philosophy away from Neo-Hegelianism and the teachings of F. H. Bradley
(Absolute idealism) that were in vogue in England at that time to
Analytical Philosophy. Bradley’s reasons for considering the phenomenal
world to be an appearance (e.g. that space, time, relations, etc. are
contradictory) are closer to the Indian Buddhist Nagarjuna than to the
Hindu perspective. Interestingly, Bradley’s fellowship did not require for
him to teach these ideas to the students. His approach was far to
negative. The contrast is between reality (this world) and ultimate reality
(the higher world), not between appearance and reality. As Vivekananda
stated, “The soul passing through its different stages goes from truth to
truth, and each stage is true; it goes from lower truth to higher truth.”123
Its replacement, Analytical Philosophy under the leadership of B. Russell, G.
E. Moore, L. Wittgenstein, A. J. Ayer, and others including Americans
proved to be very successful in the 20th century. This was a switch from
metaphysics to secular epistemology, resembling in some ways the nonreligious aspects of the Indian Nyaya School of Philosophy and to a lesser
extent Vaishesika.
Following G. E. Moore’s Common Sense Realism there is no need for a
logical proof of the world’s existence, because it is a self-evident fact
known through direct perception, which is self-validating. Veridical sense
experience is foundational that does not require support from any other
source of knowledge (else we run into an endless infinite regress or
circular reasoning). Before him Rene Descartes (1596-1650) taught the
indubitable truth, “I think, therefore I exist.” It is impossible to think
without existing.
In 1896, Swami Vivekananda wanted to give a couple of speeches at
Oxford University, but this did not come to pass. If so it is possible he
might have made contact with the Oxford-Cambridge philosophers like F.
H. Bradley, J. M. E. McTaggart (a believer in reincarnation), G. E. Moore, B.
Russell, and A. N. Whitehead and possibly had some impact on their way
of thinking.
The Indian Madhva (1238-1317) the founder of Dvaita (DualisticTheistic) Vedanta anticipated the modern Western School of Philosophical
Realism. As G. E. Moore opposed F. H. Bradley’s idea that the world is an
appearance, so also Madhva took issue with Shankara’s mayavadin
concept that the world is related to Reality as an apparent snake to a real
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rope. According to Madhva’s realistic epistemology, our daily
experiences confirm that it is an undeniable fact that the world exists and
is real. Our normal experiences and perceptions are constantly being
tested and most often found to be true and valid. The validity of sense
experience in attaining knowledge is fundamental to our understanding of
all things. The denial of the validity of sense perception as a means of
knowledge completely contradicts our experiences, and undermines our
ability to know anything. Perception and inference must be innately valid
and the reality they present to us must be actual. Without them we could
not distinguish truth from falsity, and no scientific progress would be
possible. Perception and inference are also necessary in order to know the
content of religious scripture, which is understood in consonance with the
data we receive from everyday life experience.124
Consequently, it was necessary for Vivekananda to teach Advaita
Vedanta to the public employing the more positive approach that our
Essential Nature is the Atman, our true Self. The world is not an illusion,
but properly understood is Divine. This provided a life-affirming, realistic,
and individualistic approach to the subject. The Nondual experience is not
the losing of self but the acquiring of a new Self that is our true nature
and individuality. According to Advaita, the end of all religions is the
realizing of our divinity as the Atman.
Of Scottish descent, Professor Ninian Smart (1927-2001) added an
additional insight concerning Swamiji’s teachings, “In reaching back into
the Hindu heritage, Vivekananda picked on Advaita Vedanta, which he
modified into a modern form. This argued that the eternal Self [Atman] in
each being is identical with the Divine Being, Brahman. While in its classical
form it argued that the universe as perceived by us as consisting of
separate beings is in the higher truth illusory, made of maya; Vivekananda
was more realist and world affirming. Truths about the world would remain
true, though at a lower level. The higher truth signifies the identity of
Brahman and Atman, the Divine Being and the Self.”125
As explained by Marie Louise Burke (Sister Gargi) (1912-2004)
author of the six-volume biographical masterpiece Swami Vivekananda in
the West, “If l have rightly understood Vivekananda's teachings to the
West, the centre lay in his teaching of the Self—the Atman. His reiterated
definition of man as not body or mind but pure, infinite Spirit … It
remained for Swami Vivekananda to place Self-knowledge (with a capital
S) on a rational, scientific and empirical or experiential basis, congenial to
Western tradition. He explained from many angles and with closely
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reasoned argument the logical necessity of the unchanging Self; he
discussed in detail the methods to be employed in its discovery, and,
because the West automatically asked the question ‘What Good is it?’ he
pointed out its utility. With prophetic urgency, he insisted that Western
man experience for himself the indescribable wonder of his own Being. This
done, all else—utility and all—would follow…. As defined by Swami
Vivekananda, religion in its essence is the realisation and manifestation of
man's own divinity. The Supreme Being, which all religions seek, is the God
within. He is one’s Self.”126
As Professor Emeritus James Michael G. Fell, of Mathematics at the
University of Pennsylvania describes it, “The reality which any finite being
appears to possess does not really belong to that finite being as such, but to
Brahman which underlies it. And yet Brahman is not to be thought of as
separate from the finite beings which It underlies. Each finite being is Brahman
Itself [as Atman]—not a part of Brahman, but the ‘whole’ of It! The difficulty is
only that we perceive it wrongly…. In truth there is nothing but God;
diversity is only an appearance. At the heart of our being, we are one with
God and with each other. We are infinite, all-knowing, all-loving, pure, and
perfect [Atman]. The realization of this our Divine nature is the real urge
behind every aspiration of every living creature. This is the core of Swami
Vivekananda message to the world today.”127
On this subject three Lecturers in Philosophy at Open University the
largest academic institution in the United Kingdom, Diane Collinson,
Kathryn Plant and Robert Wilkinson came to the following logical
conclusions concerning Vivekananda’s teachings, “The Atman or soul has
no shape or form, and if it has neither shape nor form, it must be
omnipresent, since whatever is without shape or form is without limit, and
whatever has no limit or boundary logically cannot be located in a
particular place. Again, time, space, and causality, the preconditions for
and generators of the phenomenal world of individuals, pertain to the mind
but not to the soul. If Atman is beyond space, time, and causality, it must
be infinite. If Atman is infinite, it must be One. If Atman is omnipresent,
infinite One, Atman and Brahman must be one and the same: thus
Vivekananda returns to the classic doctrine of the Upanishads....
Vivekananda's Nondualist metaphysic entails that our ordinary concept of
the self as a limited individual is merely an instance of nama-rupa
[limitations of name and form]. Our real nature, our true individuality, does
not reside either in bodily identity or a set of memories or a congeries of
habits. All these are mutable, and could form the basis only for a frail,
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inconstant individuality. The truth concerning our real nature is quite
otherwise: ‘There is no individuality except in the infinite ... We are not
individuals yet. We are struggling towards individuality; and that is the
Infinite. That is the real nature of man.’ The real Self is the Atman, and the
Atman and Brahman are one and the same. The real Self is Divine.”128
Professor Gustav Mensching (1901-78), head of the Department of
Comparative Religion at the University of Bonn, Germany (1936-72)
comprehended, “The ancient Aryan seers had a new task. They had
realized that all their searches in the outer world could not give them the
answer, even if they sought after it for centuries. They struck upon
another path and taught that all aspirations of the senses and the desire
for customs and external formalities cover up the truth with a veil which
cannot be removed by these customs. They realized that they had to
come back to themselves and they found the truth there. The outside
world failed and they turned towards the inner one. And from that came
forth the philosophy of Vedanta. The eternal truth is only in the soul, the
primeval basis of all existence.”129
6. The Atman and Western Personalism
In his later years the French sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858-1917)
saw the emergence of a new religion that would guide the West, which he
called “the cult of the individual.” Europe is in a state of transition
becoming more and more diverse and individualized. This new religion will
form around the sacred object of the human person as represented in the
individual. It is an outcome of the line of thinking that was established
during the Enlightenment (c. 1637--1800). This collective dynamism first
manifested in the democratic revolutions taking place in the United States,
Europe and elsewhere during the last half of the 18th century. Its ideals are
human dignity, individualism, the inalienable rights of man; an autonomous
individual endowed with rationality, born both free and equal to all other
individuals; pursuing the moral ideals of equality, freedom, and justice;
tolerance and promotion of differences, the autonomy of reason and free
inquiry, with respect for scientific truths. Durkheim predicted that
European society would once again find the unity and cohesion it was
lacking; it would again have a sacred object.130 Durkheim’s individualism is
a stepping-stone to spiritual individualism, which includes many of the
same values only on a higher plane.
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Swami Vivekananda’s presentation of the Atman (which is related
to the Western appreciation of the individual) and the practice of yoga, in
some essential ways are compatible with the modern philosophy known as
“Personalism.” The United States and the United Kingdom (along with
Australia) where Vivekananda lectured are today considered by
sociologists to be the most individualistic oriented countries in the world.
There is a prevalent tendency in modern heterogeneous societies toward
religious individualism. Stress is on moral responsibility of the individual
toward his or her own self. Yoga with its emphasis on contemplative
introspection is certainly compatible with religious individualism. Emphasis
on the Atman injects into people a confidence in their own powers, and
awaken in them the dormant sense of their dignity. The idea of the
divinity of the soul stresses the spiritual equality of all people. The yogi,
“Sees only Brahman equally present. Knows his own Atman, in every
creature, and all creation within that Atman” (BG 6:29). Vivekananda
expressed Vedantic ideas in a highly personalistic, concrete, and charming
manner, as compared to the dry scholastic abstract intellectual approach
of some writers. According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
“What most clearly distinguishes Vedantic Personalism from Western
Personalism is that the former builds on the fundamental teaching of all
Vedanta that the true Self exists beyond the limitations of the transient
body and the mind, and beyond the tendency—called in Sanskrit the
ahamkara, literally, the “I-maker”—to identify with these, whereas Western
Personalism is often characteristically defined in terms which from the
perspective of Vedanta must be seen as pertaining to the mental level, or
sometimes, in particular in the twentieth century, to the physical body....
[Its goal is] the actualization of our true and higher nature as
consciousness, as the Sat-Cit-Ananda (Being/Eternity, Knowledge, and
Bliss).”
It is best to think of Western Personalism as a “worldview,” since it
represents more than one school of thought, yet there is an essential
commonality between each of them. Personalism locates ultimate reality
and value in personhood, both human and Divine. The title Personalism can
therefore legitimately be applied to any school of philosophy that
emphasizes the reality of the person. Personalists believe that the person
(like the Atman) should be the ontological and epistemological focus of
philosophical reflection, which gives meaning to all of reality and
constitutes its supreme value. Phenomenological and Existential
Personalism point beyond themselves, indicating a transcendence of the
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person, not reducible either to its human manifestations or to the sumtotal of those manifestations.
Like Vivekananda, Personalistic philosophy affirms the dignity of the
person, the inherent essential value of all people. Human dignity from this
standpoint does not depend on intellectual, social, moral, or athletic skills
or virtues (empirical existence), but is rooted in human nature itself, thus
at the deepest level, all people share this dignity. Personalism lays stress
on the unity of self-consciousness, on interiority, and personal autonomy.
People act not in a purely deterministic way, but from their inner self, as a
subjective “I,” with the power of self-determination, self-mastery, and
freedom. Since we are the authors of our actions, we possess an identity
of our own making, which cannot be reduced to objective analysis.
Humans experience themselves first of all not as objects but as subjects,
not from the outside but from within, and thus they are present to
themselves in a way that no other reality can be present to them.
Personalists are quick to assert that personality is not superadded to
humanity, but a quality of every human being.
Swami Vivekananda often spoke from the standpoint of the person,
and it was the Personalist philosophers in the West who were attracted to
his teachings. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy list five American
philosophers as representatives of Personalism who were active when
Swami Vivekananda was in the West, and interestingly each had a
relationship with Vedanta. First, there was Borden Parker Bowne (1847–
1910) of Boston University whose ideas are discussed in a book of
comparative philosophy titled Ramanuja and Bowne (Bombay, 1962) by F.
K. Lazarus. Bowne lectured in India between December 1905 and March
1906. Three Harvard philosophers are designated as Personalists: William
James (1842–1910) of Harvard University an admirer of Vivekananda;
Josiah Royce (1855–1916) of Harvard University who in 1897, together
with James signed a letter of tribute expressing the need for Vivekananda
to return from India to the United States; and William Ernest Hocking
(1873–1966) of Harvard University who attended the Parliament of
Religions in 1893 and wrote this about Vivekananda’s opening address,
“For me, this doctrine was a startling departure from anything which my
scientific psychology could then recognize. One must live with these ideas
and consider how one’s inner experience could entertain them. But what I
could feel and understand was that this man was speaking from what he
knew, not from what he had been told.” A few years later Hocking was
present at two of Swamiji’s informal classes in Cambridge, Massachusetts
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one at the home of Sara Bull and revealed, “It was in these informal
gatherings that the quality of the man most directly spoke, and I was
confirmed in my regard and my purpose to rethink my philosophical
foundations.”
The fifth American Personalist, George H. Howison (1834–1916)
Professor of Philosophy extended an invitation to Swami Abhedananda
(1866-1939) to lecture on “Vedanta Philosophy” for an hour and a half
before 400 faculty members and students at the University of California,
Berkeley in 1901. This special event was held only once every three years
at the University. Abhedananda was preceded by speakers Josiah Royce
(1895) and William James (1898). Following Howison’s system of
“Personal Idealism,” God a supreme Person could not exist without other
persons or other persons without God, because of the social nature of
personality. Self-consciousness and true personality are possible to God,
only if there are other free spirits to whom He can interact with. Being an
absolutely Perfect Being, God is affectingly related to other persons and
His ideal nature is the standard by which they are measured. Personal God
Who is an infinite nonspatial Being, is not the creator of the universe but
its Final Cause, the goal, ideal, and supreme end of human existence
toward which all existence is struggling.131 He avoids the theodicy problem
(of explaining the imperfections of the world) since God did not create the
universe. Since that time the most prominent American Personalist is
Edgar S. Brightman (1884–1953) of Boston University, a friend of Swami
Akhilananda (1894-1962) leader of the Boston-Providence Centers.132
Reverend Martin Luther King (1929-68) the Afro-American Civil
Rights leader acknowledged, “I studied philosophy and theology at Boston
University under Edgar S. Brightman and L. Harold DeWolf … It was mainly
under these teachers that I studied Personalistic philosophy—the theory
that the clue to the meaning of ultimate reality is found in personality.
This personal idealism remains today my basic philosophical position.
Personalism insistence that only personality—finite and infinite—is
ultimately real strengthened me in two convictions: it gave me
metaphysical and philosophical grounding for the idea of a personal God,
and it gave me a metaphysical basis for the dignity and worth of all human
personality.”133
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