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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The programmes offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim 
to strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both per-
sonal growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the 
widely acclaimed “blended format,” a practical framework that harmoni-
ously integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtu-
al modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The University aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking edu-
cational journey. The undergraduate programme in Philosophy has struc-
tured its curriculum based on modern teaching approaches. The course 
integrates current debates into the chronological development of phil-
osophical ideas and methods. The programme has carefully maintained 
ongoing discussions about the Guru’s teachings within the fundamental 
framework of philosophy as an academic field. The Self-Learning Material 
has been meticulously crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facili-
tate better comprehension.

Rest assured, the university’s student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr.  Jagathy Raj V. P.						      01-10-2025
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Meaning of the term Upanishad

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the origin, meaning, and philosophical significance of the term 
Upanishad within Vedic literature

	♦ differentiate between the ritual portion (karma-kāṇḍa) and the knowledge 
portion (jñāna-kāṇḍa) of the Vedas

	♦ interpret the key ideas of Ātman, Brahman, and mokṣa as discussed in 
the Upanishads

	♦ examine how traditional commentators such as Śaṅkarācārya, Rāmānuja, 
and Madhva have understood the nature and purpose of the Upanishads

	♦ reflect on the transformative and ethical aspects of Upanishadic knowledge

“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.”-
said the renowned German Philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer. Before engaging 
with the topic “Meaning of the Term Upanishad”, learners are expected to have 
some foundational understanding of Indian philosophy and its textual tradition. The 
following points provide the necessary background:

Basic Familiarity with Indian Philosophical Schools: Indian philosophy is broadly 
classified into the orthodox (āstika) and heterodox (nāstika) systems. Among the 
āstika schools, Vedānta occupies a central place, as it derives its authority from 
the Upanishads, Brahmasūtras, and the Bhagavad Gītā.
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Awareness of the Vedic Literature: The Vedic corpus is traditionally divided into four 
parts: Saṃhitā or Mantra (hymns), Brāhmaṇa (ritual instructions), Āraṇyaka (forest 
texts), and Upanishad (philosophical inquiry). Understanding this classification will 
help learners grasp the position and importance of the Upanishads within Vedic 
literature.

Knowledge of Key Philosophical Concepts: Familiarity with terms such 
as Brahman (ultimate reality), Ātman (self), Mokṣa (liberation), and Jñāna (knowl-
edge) is helpful. These terms are repeatedly discussed in the Upanishads and are 
directly linked with the meaning of the term itself.

Understanding of the Guru-Śiṣya Tradition: The Upanishads are not merely texts 
but also embody a mode of transmission of wisdom between teacher and disciple. 
Learners should be aware that in ancient India, knowledge was transmitted orally, 
in a close, reverential setting.

Interest in Linguistic and Etymological Study: Since the meaning of Upanishad has 
been derived through etymological analysis (upa-ni-ṣad), learners should have a 
preliminary interest in how Sanskrit roots and prefixes shape philosophical meanings.

We now come to the Upanishads, which form the end portion as well as the essence 
of the Veda and are therefore rightly called ‘Vedānta’. The word ‘Upanishad’ is derived 
from the root ‘sad’, which means (i) to sit down, (ii) to destroy, and (iii) to loosen. 
‘Upa’ means “near,” and ‘ni’ means “devotedly.” The word therefore means the sitting 
down of a disciple near his teacher in a devoted manner to receive instruction about 
the highest Reality, which loosens all doubts and destroys all ignorance. Gradually, 
the word came to denote any secret teaching about Reality, and it is used by the 
Upanishads in this sense (rahasya or guhya vidyā). The Muktikopanishad gives the 
number of Upanishads as 108. However, ten or eleven Upanishads are regarded as 
important and authentic, on which Śaṅkarācārya has written commentaries. These 
are: Īśa, Kena, Kaṭha, Praśna, Muṇḍaka, Māṇḍūkya, Taittirīya, Aitareya, Chāndogya, 
and Bṛhadāraṇyaka. The teaching, being of the highest order, was imparted privately 
only to the qualified disciples. Heraclitus once said that if men care for gold, they 
must dig for it, or be content with straw. Likewise, if one wants pearls, one must 
dive deep into the ocean, or be content with pebbles on the shore.

Keywords
Vedānta, Ātman, Brahman, Mokṣa, Jñāna-kāṇḍa, Karma-kāṇḍa, Avidyā, Saṁsāra, 

Self-realisation
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Discussion

1.1.1 Introduction
The Upanishads are among the most 

profound and influential works in the spiritual 
and philosophical literature of the world. They 
represent the culmination of Vedic wisdom 
and are collectively referred to as Vedānta-
literally, “the end of the Vedas.” They are 
not merely religious texts filled with ritual 
instructions, but rather deep explorations into 
the ultimate questions of existence: What is 
the nature of the self (Ātman)? What is the 
ultimate reality (Brahman)? How are they 
related? And what is the path to liberation 
(mokṣa)?

The Upanishads form the philosophical 
foundation for most of the major schools of 
Indian thought. Their timeless relevance lies 
in the fact that they do not impose dogma 
but invite inquiry. They seek to guide the 
seeker from ignorance to truth, from bondage 
to freedom, from multiplicity to unity. 
Central to appreciating their value is an 
understanding of the very word Upanishad. 
This term encapsulates not just the format 
of the teaching but also its method, purpose, 
and ultimate goal. A deep examination of 
the meaning of the term reveals why these 
texts are so highly revered.

1.1.2 Etymology of the 
Term “Upanishad”

The word Upanishad  is derived from 
three Sanskrit components:

1.	 Upa (={É) – “Near” or “approach.” 
This indicates closeness, either 
physical or spiritual. In the 
context of learning, it means 
approaching a teacher or truth 

with reverence.

2.	 Ni (ÊxÉ)  – “Down” or “with 
certainty.” This signifies a settled, 
steady position, implying firmness 
of purpose and concentration.

3.	 Ṣad (¹ÉnÂ ) – A verb root with 
multiple meanings, including “to 
sit,” “to loosen,” “to destroy,” or 
“to bring to an end.”

From this, the term Upanishad has two 
main interpretations:

	♦ Literal meaning:  “Sitting 
down near” a teacher in order to 
receive instruction. This reflects 
the ancient gurukula  tradition, 
where students sat close to the 
teacher in an atmosphere of trust 
and devotion.

	♦ Philosophical meaning: “That 
which loosens or destroys” 
ignorance, bondage, and the cycle 
of birth and death (saṁsāra). 
Here, upa means approaching 
with humility,  ni  means 
determination, and ṣad means 
the destruction of ignorance.

The term “Upanishad” has both an outer 
meaning and an inner meaning.

The outer meaning is the “the truth realised 
by sitting near the Guru.”

The inner meaning, however, is “the truth 
that exists closest to us-that is, the truth 
dwelling within ourselves.”

Thus, Upanishad can be understood as:

	♦ Secret spiritual instruction

	♦ Knowledge that destroys 
ignorance
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	♦ Wisdom attained through close 
discipleship

1.1.3 Philosophical 
Significance of the Name

In Vedānta philosophy, the Upanishad is 
not just any scriptural passage; it refers 
specifically to that knowledge (vidyā) which:

	♦ Reveals the true nature of the 
Self (Ātma-jñāna).

	♦ Removes avidyā (ignorance), the 
root cause of bondage.

	♦ Leads to  mokṣa  (liberation), 
freeing one from the endless 
cycle of saṁsāra.

This knowledge is considered aparokṣa 
(direct and immediate), as opposed to parokṣa 
(indirect). The Upanishad does not merely 
theorise about reality; rather, it aims to 
transform the seeker’s perception, revealing 
that the individual self is none other than 
the universal reality.

1.1.4 Interpretations by 
Traditional Commentators

Throughout history, great commentators 
have explained the meaning of the 
term Upanishad in slightly different ways, 
depending on their philosophical school.

	♦ Âdi Úaṅkarācārya (Advaita 
Vedānta): In his commentary on 
the Muṇḍaka Upaniṣad, Śaṅkara 
explains that the Upanishad  is 
the knowledge that completely 
destroys the seeds of worldly 
existence. For him, the ṣad root 
primarily means “to loosen” or “to 
destroy,” and what is destroyed 
is ignorance and its effects.

	♦ Râmânuja (Viúiṣṭādvaita 
Vedānta): While Rāmānuja’s 
main works do not include 

s e p a r a t e  U p a n i s h a d 
commentaries, his tradition holds 
that the Upanishad imparts the 
true nature of the self in relation 
to God. The destruction here is 
of false identification with the 
non-self.

	♦ M a d h v a  ( D v a i t a 
Ve d â n t a ) :   Madhv a 
interprets  Upanishad  as 
“knowledge that brings one 
near to God,” emphasising the 
devotional aspect and eternal 
distinction between self and 
Supreme.

Despite differences in metaphysics, all 
schools agree on the transformative role of 
the Upanishad—it is knowledge that changes 
one’s very being.

1.1.5 Purpose and Nature 
of the Upanishads

The Upanishads mark a shift in Vedic 
literature from the external to the internal, from 
ritual to realisation. The earlier parts of the 
Vedas (Saṁhitās or Mantras and Brāhmaṇas) 
focus largely on sacrificial rites and duties, 
aiming at material prosperity or heavenly 
reward. In contrast, the Upanishads aim at:

	♦ Understanding the nature of 
ultimate reality.

	♦ Realising the Self.

	♦ Attaining liberation from the 
cycle of birth and death.

This change reflects a deeper stage of 
spiritual maturity. While the ritual portion 
(karma-kāṇḍa) deals with action and its 
results, the jñāna-kāṇḍa (the knowledge 
portion, i.e., the Upanishads) addresses the 
fundamental question of identity: “Who am 
I?” This is not merely an intellectual exercise 
but a lived realisation.
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1.1.6 Classification within 
Vedic Literature

Vedic literature is traditionally classified 
into four layers:

1.	 Saṁhitās or Mantras  – 
Collections of hymns praising 
deities.

2.	 Brâhmaṇas  – Prose texts 
explaining the rituals and 
sacrifices.

3.	 Âraṇyakas  – “Forest books” 
meant for meditative reflection 
by those who have retired from 
worldly life.

4.	 Upaniṣads  – Philosophical 
discourses concerned with the 
highest truth.

The Upanishads are thus the final portion 
(Vedānta) of the Vedas, both in terms of 
textual arrangement and spiritual depth. They 
are considered śruti - revealed knowledge, 
not the product of human intellect, but the 
direct perception of ancient sages (ṛṣis).

The very structure of the 
word Upanishad carries symbolic depth:

	♦ Upa – Approach the truth with 
humility and devotion.

	♦ Ni – Sit steadily with focus and 
mental discipline.

	♦ Ṣad  – Allow the destruction 
of ignorance, ego, and false 
perception.

It also implies rahasya(secrecy). 
Traditionally, these teachings were given 
only to qualified students who had prepared 
themselves through ethical living (yama, 
niyama), self-control, and devotion to truth. 
This was not to withhold knowledge out of 
selfishness, but to ensure that it would be 
properly understood and applied.

1.1.7 The Transformative 
Power of the Upanishad
The Upanishadic path is transformative 

because it changes the very basis of one’s 
identity. Instead of seeing oneself as a 
limited individual defined by body and 
mind, the seeker realises the Self as infinite, 
unchanging, and one with Brahman. This 
shift:

	♦ Removes fear of death.

	♦ Ends attachment born of 
ignorance.

	♦ Brings peace that is independent 
of external conditions.

Many Upanishadic mantras directly 
express this transformative insight, such 
as the Chāndogya Upaniṣad’s famous dec-
laration: “Tat tvam asi” (“That thou art”) 
and the Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad’s “Aham 
brahmāsmi” (“I am Brahman”).

Recap

	♦ The Upanishads form the final part of the Vedas.

	♦ The Upanishads focus on knowledge rather than ritual.

	♦ They explore the nature of Ātman and Brahman.
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Objective Questions

1.	 What does the term Vedānta literally mean?

2.	 From which three components is the word Upanishad derived?

3.	 What does the prefix Upa in the term Upanishad mean?

4.	 What is the meaning of Ni in the word Upanishad?

5.	 What are the meanings of the root Ṣad in Sanskrit?

6.	 What is the literal meaning of the term Upanishad?

7.	 What is meant by Ātma-jñāna in Vedānta philosophy?

8.	 What is the root cause of bondage according to the Upanishads?

9.	 What is the ultimate goal of knowledge in the Upanishads?

10.	What does the shift from karma-kāṇḍa to jñāna-kāṇḍa represent?

	♦ Their goal is to lead from ignorance to truth.

	♦ The term Upanishad means “sitting near” the teacher.

	♦ The Upanishads promote inner realisation, not outer ritual.

	♦ They form the philosophical base of Indian thought.

	♦ Âdi Úaṅkarācārya explained the Upanishads as destroying ignorance.

	♦ Râmânuja viewed them as teaching the relation between self and God.

	♦ Madhva saw them as bringing one near to God.

	♦ The Upanishads reveal the unity of the individual and the Absolute.

	♦ “Tat tvam asi” and “Aham brahmâsmi.”

	♦ The Upanishads guide seekers from darkness to light.
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Answers

1.	 The end of the Vedas.

2.	 Upa, Ni, and Ṣad.

3.	 Near or approach.

4.	 Down or with certainty.

5.	 To sit, to loosen, to destroy, or to bring to an end.

6.	 Sitting down near a teacher to receive instruction.

7.	 Knowledge of the true nature of the Self.

8.	 Ignorance (avidyā).

9.	 Liberation (mokṣa) from the cycle of birth and death.

10.	 movement from ritual to realisation.

11.	Saṁhitā, Brāhmaṇa, Āraṇyaka, and Upanishad.

12.	“Tat tvam asi” (“That thou art”).

11.	What are the four traditional layers of Vedic literature?

12.	What is the famous declaration from the Chândogya Upanishad express-
ing self-identity with Brahman?

Assignments

1.	 Define the term Upanishad and explain its literal meaning based on 
its Sanskrit roots Upa, Ni, and Ṣad.

2.	 Describe the outer and inner meanings of the term Upanishad and their 
relevance to spiritual learning.

3.	 Compare the interpretations of the term Upanishad by Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, 
and Madhva.
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Dialectical Methods in 
Upanishads

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Upon completion of this unit, learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the meaning and purpose of dialectics as used in the Upanishads

	♦ identify different dialectical styles such as the question–answer and 
guru–śiṣya methods

	♦ analyse how analogies, negation, and contrasts are used as dialectical 
tools

	♦ examine the role of dialectics in the search for Brahman and self-realisation

A learner approaching the study of dialectical methods in the Upanishads should 
first have a foundational understanding of Indian philosophy. This includes awareness 
of the six classical darśanas (systems of thought) such as Nyāya, Vaiśeṣika, Sāṅkhya, 
Yoga, Purva- Mimāṁsā, and Vedānta. These schools mainly deal with epistemology, 
metaphysics, ethics, and methods of debate. Only with this groundwork can the 
learner appreciate the philosophical subtleties contained in the Upanishadic dialogues. 
Without such a foundation, the dialectical style of the Upanishads may appear as 
mere storytelling rather than a rigorous intellectual method.

Since the Upanishads form the concluding portion of the Vedas, a prior awareness 
of the structure of Vedic literature - Saṃhitā, Brāhmaṇa, Āraṇyaka, and Upaniṣad - is 
also essential. The Saṃhitās primarily contain hymns, the Brāhmaṇas focus on ritual 
and sacrifice, the Āranyakas emphasise meditation, and the Upanishads focus on 
philosophical inquiry. The learner should be able to see how the dialectical method 

2
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in the Upanishads grows out of and yet challenges the ritual-centered worldview 
of the earlier texts. 

It is important to recognise core terms such as Ātman (self), Brahman (ultimate 
reality), Sat (being), Cit (consciousness), Ānanda (bliss), avidyā (ignorance), and 
vidyā (knowledge). These terms occur repeatedly in dialectical contexts and their 
nuanced meaning must be understood in order to follow the debates correctly. For 
example, the question “What is the Self?” can only be understood properly when 
one grasps the multiple layers of meaning embedded in the word Ātman. Therefore, 
familiarity with terminology is a necessary prerequisite to appreciate the subtleties 
of dialogue.

The learner should also be aware of the Indian logical traditions in Nyāya and 
Mimāṁsā that classify debates into three types: vāda (truth-oriented discussion), jalpa 
(contentious debate), and vitaṇḍā (mere refutation). Understanding this background 
provides clarity on how Upanishadic teachers employed reason and questioning 
not only to instruct but also to challenge assumptions. The dialectical spirit of the 
Upanishads is closer to vāda, where the aim is not to defeat an opponent but to 
move closer to truth.

Nyāya provides the tools of inference, analogy, and syllogism, while Vedānta 
employs these logical methods to interpret scriptural statements. The Upanishadic 
dialectical style often uses reasoning such as, “If the self were mortal, then knowl-
edge would perish with the body; but knowledge endures, therefore the self must 
be immortal.” Such arguments can be better understood when the learner is familiar 
with the basic logical and reasoning traditions of India.

Keywords
Dialectics, Vāda, Jalpa, Vitaṇḍā, Vidyā, Avidyā, Brahman, Self-realisation

Discussion

1.2.1 Introduction 
to Dialectics in the 
Upanishads

In Western philosophy, dialectics appears 
in the Socratic method and later in Hegelian 
synthesis. In the Indian tradition, it resonates 
with vāda (genuine discussion), jalpa (com-
petitive debate), and vitaṇḍā (destructive 
criticism). Awareness of this comparative 

background enriches the understanding 
of how the Upanishads use dialectics not 
merely as argument but as a tool of spiri-
tual discovery. The Upanishads represent 
not merely a set of mystical revelations but 
also a refined philosophical inquiry. Their 
dialectical method consists of structured 
conversations, counter-arguments, and 
probing questions. The dialogues capture 
the process of discovery rather than only 
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the conclusions. This gives the Upanishads 
a unique place among world philosophies, 
where philosophy and spirituality merge in 
a dialogical process.

The purpose of dialectics in the Upanishads 
is not victory in debate but the discovery of 
Brahman. Each dialogue, each question, is a 
step toward unveiling the nature of ultimate 
reality and the unity of existence. Dialectics 
here is not merely intellectual but existential; 
it demands transformation in the seeker. The 
questioning attitude itself becomes part of the 
spiritual path, as it clears away false notions 
and prepares the ground for realisation.

1.2.2 Dialectical Style in 
Early Upanishads

The earliest Upanishads such as 
Bṛhadāraṇyaka and Chāndogya feature 
extensive dialogues. Here, students question 
teachers, kings challenge sages, and meta-
physical issues are debated. The dialectical 
style gives these texts a dynamic and inter-
active quality, distinct from purely doctrinal 
writings. In Bṛhadāraṇyaka, Yājñavalkya 
debates with Maitreyī, Gargī, and King 
Janaka, demonstrating how truth emerges 
through questioning rather than assertion.

Question-Answer Method (Praśna–
Uttara): A striking feature of the Upanishadic 
method is the question-answer format. 
Students such as Śvetaketu or Nachiketas 
pose fundamental queries about the self, 
death, or the cosmos. The teacher, instead of 
giving ready-made answers, often responds 
with counter-questions or analogies, thus 
stimulating deeper reflection. The Praśna 
Upanishad itself is structured entirely around 
six students asking questions to the sage 
Pippalāda, showing how inquiry and dia-
lectics were central to learning.

Dialogical Method: Guru–Śiṣya 
Samvāda: The Upanishads rely heavily 
on the dialogical mode, where a teacher 
guides the disciple gradually. This is not a 

one-sided sermon but a two-way exchange. 
The disciple’s doubts shape the discourse, 
and the teacher adapts explanations to the 
seeker’s capacity. For example, in the Kaṭha 
Upanishad, Nachiketas presses Yama, the 
god of death, for answers about the immor-
tality of the self. This persistence itself is 
part of the dialectical process, showing how 
questioning is as important as answering.

Use of Analogies and Metaphors in 
Dialectics: Analogies serve as dialectical 
tools in the Upanishads. For instance, the 
metaphor of rivers merging into the ocean 
illustrates the absorption of individuality 
into Brahman. The Chāndogya Upanishad 
compares the self to salt dissolved in water 
- unseen yet pervading everywhere. By invok-
ing such imagery, the texts enable learners 
to grasp abstract philosophical concepts 
through concrete illustrations. Thus, ana-
logical reasoning becomes a crucial aspect 
of dialectics.

Progressive Negation (Neti Neti) as a 
Dialectical Tool: The method of ‘neti neti’ 
(not this, not this) in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka 
Upanishad represents a dialectical strategy 
of eliminating inadequate conceptions. By 
systematically denying partial truths, the 
seeker is directed towards a higher, uncondi-
tioned understanding of reality. This method 
demonstrates that dialectics is not only about 
affirmations but also about recognising the 
limits of language and thought. Through 
this method, the Upanishads encourage the 
learner to transcend conceptual categories 
and move toward direct realisation.

Dialectical Contrasts: Being and Non-
Being: The Upanishads explore opposites 
- sat and asat, real and unreal - as part of their 
dialectical method. Instead of dismissing 
contradictions, they integrate them into a 
higher synthesis, thereby refining philosoph-
ical thought. The Chāndogya Upanishad 
declares ‘In the beginning was Being (Sat),’ 
while the Rigvedic hymn to creation speaks 
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of ‘Neither Being nor Non-Being.’ This ten-
sion reflects a dialectical process in which 
opposing categories are reconciled through 
philosophical reflection.

Dialectics of Knowledge and Ignorance 
(Vidya–Avidya): The dialectic of vidyā and 
avidyā is central in texts such as the Īśa 
Upanishad. Knowledge alone is insufficient 
without an understanding of ignorance, and 
the interplay of the two leads to spiritual 
maturity. The text boldly declares that those 
who pursue only knowledge enter into dark-
ness, but those who pursue only ignorance 
fall into a deeper darkness. The synthesis 
lies in realising the role of both knowledge 
dispels ignorance, but ignorance about the 
world also serves as a necessary step in the 
dialectical process of growth.

1.2.3 Case Studies: 
Chandogya, 
Brihadaranyaka, Kena, 
Katha Upanishad
Each major Upanishad offers unique 

examples of dialectics. In the Chāndogya, 
Uddālaka Āruṇi instructs Śvetaketu through 
layered questioning, culminating in the great 
teaching ‘Tat Tvam Asi’ (That thou art). In 
the Bṛhadāraṇyaka, Yājñavalkya debates with 
sages and householders, revealing the com-
plexity of the self. In the Kena, the gods are 
humbled through the mysterious appearance 
of Brahman, showing the limits of divine 
pride. In the Kaṭha, Nachiketas’ persistent 
questioning leads to profound revelations 
about death and immortality. Together, these 

examples show how dialectics is woven into 
the very fabric of Upanishadic pedagogy.

1.2.4 Contribution of 
Dialectical Method to 
Vedānta Schools

The dialectical heritage of the Upanishads 
directly influenced Vedānta schools such as 
Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita, and Dvaita. Śaṅkara’s 
commentaries, for example, carry forward 
the same spirit of reasoning, questioning, and 
refutation seen in the Upanishads. Rāmānuja 
and Madhva also employ dialectics, but 
with different conclusions, showing how 
a single dialectical foundation can yield 
multiple philosophical systems. Thus, the 
Upanishadic dialectical method is the seed 
from which later Vedānta blossomed into 
diverse traditions.

1.2.5 Philosophical 
Significance and 
Contemporary Relevance
Today, the dialectical methods of the 

Upanishads remain relevant for philosoph-
ical inquiry, inter-religious dialogue, and 
even modern pedagogy. Their emphasis on 
questioning, openness, and synthesis offers 
valuable insights for addressing contem-
porary issues of knowledge, identity, and 
spirituality. In an age of polarised debates, the 
Upanishadic model reminds us that dialogue 
can be a means of discovering truth rather 
than asserting superiority. This makes their 
dialectical wisdom timeless and globally 
significant.

Recap

	♦ Dialectics in the Upanishads combines philosophy and spirituality.

	♦ It appears as structured dialogue and debate, not mere revelation.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Which three forms of discussion are mentioned in Indian dialectical 
tradition?

2.	 Who are the main interlocutors of Yâjñavalkya in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka 
Upanishad?

3.	 Who questions Yama about death and immortality in the Kaṭha Upanishad?

4.	 What is the function of analogies in Upanishadic dialectics?

5.	 Which metaphor in the Chândogya Upanishad illustrates the unity of 
self and Brahman?

	♦ The question–answer (Praśna–Uttara) format encourages inquiry.

	♦ The guru–śiṣya dialogue promotes two-way learning.

	♦ Nachiketas’ persistence in Kaṭha Upanishad shows true inquiry.

	♦ Analogies explain abstract truths through concrete examples.

	♦ The river–ocean metaphor symbolises unity with Brahman.

	♦ “Neti Neti” teaches knowledge through negation.

	♦ It removes false ideas to approach ultimate reality.

	♦ The Upanishads reconcile contradictions through higher synthesis.

	♦ Knowledge and ignorance both aid spiritual growth.

	♦ Chândogya’s “Tat Tvam Asi” teaches identity of self and Brahman.

	♦ Kena Upanishad shows humility before the mystery of Brahman.

	♦ Kaṭha Upanishad explores death through dialogue.

	♦ The aim of dialectics is realisation, not argument.

	♦ Shankara, Râmânuja, and Madhva used dialectical reasoning differently.

	♦ Upanishadic dialectics remain relevant for modern philosophical practices.
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6.	 What does the expression “Neti Neti” mean?

7.	 What do the terms sat and asat represent?

8.	 In which Upanishad is the dialectic of vidyâ and avidyâ found?

9.	 How does the Chândogya Upanishad express the idea “Tat Tvam Asi”?

10.	What is the goal of dialectical inquiry in the Upanishads?

11.	Which are the major Vedānta schools that inherited the dialectical 
approach from the Upanishads?

12.	What is the contemporary relevance of Upanishadic dialectics?

Answers

1.	 Vâda, Jalpa, Vitaṇḍā

2.	 Gargi and Maitreyi

3.	 Nachiketa

4.	 Clarification

5.	 Salt in water

6.	 Not this, not this

7.	 Being and non-being

8.	 Îúa Upanishad

9.	 Identity of self and Brahman

10.	Self-realisation

11.	Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita, Dvaita

12.	Spiritual unity

15 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



Assignments

1.	 Define the term dialectics and explain how it appears in both Western 
and Indian philosophical traditions.

2.	 Describe the dialectical style used in the early Upanishads such as the 
Bṛhadāraṇyaka and Chāndogya.

3.	 Explain the role of the question–answer and guru–śiṣya dialogue 
methods in the Upanishadic approach to knowledge.

4.	 Analyse how the methods of analogy, metaphor, and neti neti function 
as dialectical tools in the Upanishads.

5.	 Evaluate how the dialectical process in the Upanishads contributes to 
the discovery of Brahman rather than mere intellectual debate.

6.	 Discuss the contemporary relevance of the Upanishadic dialectical 
method in modern philosophy, education, and inter-religious dialogue.

Suggested Reading

1.	 Aurobindo, S. (1953). The Upanishads. Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo 
Ashram.

2.	 Radhakrishnan, S. (1927). Indian philosophy (Vols. 1–2). Oxford 
University Press.

3.	 Deutsch, E., & Dalvi, R. (2004). The essential Vedanta: A new source 
book of Advaita Vedanta. World Wisdom.

4.	 Úaṅkarâcârya. (1911). Commentary on Muṇḍaka Upaniṣad (A. M. 
Sastri, Trans.). Madras: Government Branch Press.

5.	 M. Hiriyanna (1994). Outlines of Indian Philosophy, Delhi: Motilal      
Banarsidass Publishers.
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Dialectical Method in Guru

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Upon completion of this unit, the learner will be able to: 

	♦ describe how Sree Narayana Guru used dialectics to resolve contradictions 
in self, society, and religion

	♦ analyse dialectical themes in Ātmopadeśa Śatakam and Darśanamālā

	♦ examine the balance between rationality and mysticism in Guru’s 
philosophy

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance of Guru’s dialectical method in 
promoting unity and social harmony

Before studying the dialectical method in Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy, 
learners should familiarise themselves with two important contexts. First, they need 
a conceptual understanding of dialectics in philosophy. Broadly, dialectics refers 
to a mode of reasoning that progresses through contradiction and reconciliation. In 
Western philosophy, Plato employed dialectics in dialogical inquiry; Hegel spoke of 
the dialectical triad of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis; while Marx applied dialectics 
to material conditions of society. In Indian philosophy too, dialectical debates (shas-
trartha) were common, where the purva-paksha (initial position) was challenged by 
uttara-paksha (counter-argument), leading to clarification of truth. Second, learners 
should understand the historical background of Kerala in the late 19th century, when 
caste hierarchies and ritual restrictions dominated social life. Access to education, 
temples, and public spaces was denied to large sections of society. It is in this 
context that Sree Narayana Guru (1856–1928) emerged as a spiritual reformer and 
philosopher. His dialectical method was not an abstract logical exercise but a tool 
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for social emancipation, used to dismantle oppressive structures while preserving 
the spiritual essence of religion. 

Finally, a basic awareness of Guru’s writings, especially Ātmopadeśa Śatakam 
(“One Hundred Verses of Self-Instruction”) and Darśanamālā, will help learners 
understand how his dialectical thought operates. In these works, Guru explores fun-
damental oppositions - appearance and reality, ignorance and knowledge, bondage 
and liberation - and shows how they are reconciled in the realisation of unity.

Keywords
Contradiction, Universal Self, Bondage, Liberation, Rationality, Mysticism, Sama 

and Anya

Discussion

1.3.1 Dialectics as 
Philosophical Method

Dialectics is a process of arriving at truth 
by examining contradictions. In Western 
thought, Hegel considered contradictions 
to be the engine of progress, while Marx 
emphasised their role in material and social 
change. In Indian thought, dialectics was 
present in debates between philosophical 
schools, where one position was challenged, 
defended, or revised. Sree Narayana Guru 
inherited this intellectual tradition but gave 
it a new social and spiritual dimension. For 
him, dialectics was not limited to scholarly 
debate. It was a method of transformation, 
where contradictions within society, religion, 
and the self were confronted and transcended. 
His philosophy shows how reasoning, 
spirituality, and social reform could work 
together dialectically.

1.3.2 Dialectical Themes in 
Ātmopadeśa Śatakam and 
Darśanamālā

While we are not quoting verses directly, it 
is important to note that Ātmopadeśa Śatakam 
is built around dialectical contrasts. Guru 
describes the ego (the sense of “I”) as limited 
and illusory, opposed to the universal self. 
At first glance, the ego and the universal 
appear contradictory. However, Guru shows 
that both are reconciled in self-realisation, 
where the true “I” is seen as identical with 
the universal consciousness.

Similarly, the text contrasts bondage 
and liberation. Human beings, caught 
in ignorance, feel bound by desires and 
suffering. Liberation is often imagined as 
something external or separate. Guru resolves 
this contradiction by showing that bondage 
itself is ignorance, and once ignorance is 
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dispelled, liberation shines forth naturally. 
These are dialectical movements: the problem 
is presented (bondage, ego, ignorance), 
its opposite is considered (liberation, 
universality, knowledge), and then a synthesis 
is shown where the apparent contradiction 
dissolves in unity. This structure is central 
to Guru’s philosophical method.

In Ātmopadeśa Śatakam, Sree Narayana 
Guru classifies the infinite powers of 
knowledge into two opposing forces.
 
""A-d‑n-h‑n-\‑p i-I‑v--X‑n-b-\-´-a‑p-ï‑n-s‑X-Ã‑m-þ
a-d‑p-X‑n b‑n-S‑m‑w "k-a‑'  ‑"b-\‑y ‑'s‑b-¶‑n-h-®‑w'' 
.(B-t‑ß‑m --36)"
The primordial cause, which is the 
undivided consciousness, possesses 
immeasurable strength. This power can 
be divided into two aspects: “Sama” and 
“Anya.”
 
""]-e-h‑n-[-a‑m-b-d‑n-b‑p-¶-X-\‑y-s‑b‑m-¶‑m-b‑v 
h‑n-e-k‑p-h-X‑m‑w k-a''.(B-t‑ß‑m -38)

The function of Anya is to present the 
one reality as if it were many, thereby 
producing the experience of plurality and 
illusion. In contrast, Sama has the function 
of presenting the many as one, restoring the 
vision of unity behind apparent diversity. 
This conceptual distinction offers a striking 
example of Guru’s dialectical method, where 
contradiction between unity and multiplicity 
is not denied but reconciled, leading to a 
higher understanding of reality.

Guru’s Darśanamālā continues this 
dialectical approach in a systematic and poetic 
form. The text moves through different stages 
of vision - from perception of multiplicity 
to realisation of unity. At each stage, an 
apparent truth is presented, its limitation 
exposed, and a higher truth revealed. This 
resembles the dialectical movement from 
thesis to antithesis to synthesis. For example, 
ordinary perception sees the world as real 
and separate. Philosophical analysis shows 
this to be illusory. The higher realisation is 

that reality is non-dual, where appearance 
and truth are reconciled. Thus, Guru employs 
dialectics not only in social critique but also 
in metaphysical reasoning.

1.3.3 Rationality and 
Mysticism in a Dialectical 
Balance

Another aspect of Guru’s dialectical 
method is his ability to balance rationality 
with mysticism. On the one hand, he strongly 
critiqued blind belief, meaningless rituals, 
and superstitions. He insisted on education, 
rational thought, and ethical living. On the 
other hand, he also wrote profound mystical 
poetry, affirming the unity of self and the 
absolute. Here, rationality represents the 
thesis, while mysticism appears as its 
antithesis. Guru’s synthesis was a rational 
mysticism - a worldview where reason and 
spirituality reinforce rather than oppose each 
other. By embracing this balance, Guru was 
able to appeal to reformers, scholars, spiritual 
seekers, and ordinary people alike.

1.3.4 Dialectics in Social 
Reforms
Guru’s dialectical method extended 

beyond philosophy to social practice. His 
consecration of temples provides a striking 
example. Traditional Hindu temples were 
closed to lower castes. Guru challenged this 
contradiction by consecrating temples open 
to all, sometimes installing mirrors instead of 
idols. The mirror symbolised that the divine is 
not external but reflected in every individual. 
Here, traditional idol worship (thesis) and 
radical rejection of temple rituals (antithesis) 
find a synthesis in Guru’s reinterpretation 
- worship as self-realisation. Similarly, in 
education, ignorance imposed by caste rules 
(thesis) was opposed by Guru’s insistence on 
universal learning (antithesis), leading to the 
synthesis of schools and learning centers for 
all communities. Thus, Guru’s praxis shows 
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how dialectics can transform contradictions 
into creative social solutions.

One of the clearest examples of Guru’s 
dialectical thinking is his well-known state-
ment: “One caste, one religion, one God 
for humanity.” This proclamation arose in 
a context where society was fragmented by 
caste divisions, multiple sectarian religions, 
and conflicting deities. The thesis here is 
social fragmentation. The antithesis is Guru’s 
rejection of such divisions. The synthesis is 
his vision of unity beyond caste, religion, 
and sectarianism. This was not mere rhetoric 
but a dialectical response to a concrete social 
contradiction. By affirming unity, Guru did 
not erase diversity; instead, he proposed 
a higher standpoint where diversity could 
coexist without conflict.

1.3.5 Legacy and 
Contemporary Relevance

The dialectical method of Sree Narayana 
Guru left a deep imprint on Kerala society. 

His synthesis of spirituality and social reform 
helped dismantle caste hierarchies, democ-
ratise education, and create an egalitarian 
ethos. This dialectical legacy is one reason 
why Kerala is often celebrated for its literacy, 
social progress, and inclusivity. 

In contemporary times, Guru’s dialectics 
remains relevant. In a global context marked 
by identity conflicts, religious intolerance, 
and inequality, his vision of unity offers a 
model for reconciliation. Instead of choosing 
sides in conflicts between religion and secu-
larism, tradition and modernity, individuality 
and universality Guru’s method encourages 
us to seek synthesis. Philosophically, his 
method demonstrates that dialectics is not 
merely a Western concept but has a rich 
expression in Indian thought. By applying 
dialectics to both self-realisation and social 
emancipation, Guru contributed a unique 
perspective to global philosophy.

Recap

	♦ Dialectics is a method of discovering truth through contradictions.

	♦ Hegel saw contradiction as a source of progress.

	♦ Marx viewed contradictions as the force of material and social change.

	♦ Sree Narayana Guru gave dialectics a social and spiritual meaning.

	♦ For Guru, dialectics was not only argument but transformation.

	♦ In Ātmopadeśa Śatakam, ego and universal self appear contradictory.

	♦ Guru reconciled ego and universal self in self-realisation.

	♦ Bondage and liberation are also dialectical opposites.

	♦ Bondage is ignorance; liberation is knowledge.
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	♦ Guru’s dialectics leads from ignorance to enlightenment.

	♦ “Sama” and “Anya” represent unity and diversity.

	♦ “Anya” creates multiplicity; “Sama” restores unity.

	♦ Darúanamâlâ shows movement from perception to realisation.

	♦ He balanced rationality with mysticism.

	♦ Rationality critiques blind faith; mysticism reveals unity.

	♦ Guru’s synthesis forms rational mysticism.

	♦ In social reform, Guru used dialectics for equality.

	♦ Education was his dialectical answer to caste-based ignorance.

	♦ “One caste, one religion, one God for humanity” is a dialectical ideal.

	♦ Dialectics helped Guru merge spirituality with social change.

Objective Questions

1.	 Who viewed contradictions as the source of progress in Western thought?

2.	 Which thinker related contradictions to material and social change?

3.	 What is the main contradiction discussed in Ātmopadeśa Śatakam?

4.	 In Guru’s view, what is the real cause of bondage?

5.	 What happens when ignorance is removed according to Guru?

6.	 What is the function of “Anya”?

7.	 What is the function of “Sama”?

8.	 Which text of Guru presents stages of vision through dialectical movement?

9.	 What social contradiction did Guru challenge through temple consecration?

10.	What was symbolised by the mirror installation in temples?
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Answers

1.	 Hegel

2.	 Karl Marx

3.	 Ego vs. universal self

4.	 Ignorance

5.	 Natural liberation

6.	 The function of Anya is to present unity as plurality, creating illusion.

7.	 The function of Sama is to present plurality as unity, restoring oneness.

8.	 Darúanamâlâ

9.	 Caste exclusion

10.	Divine within

11.	Unity beyond divisions

Assignments

1.	 Describe how Sree Narayana Guru used the dialectical method in 
Ātmopadeśa Śatakam and Darśanamālā to explain the relationship 
between the ego and the universal self.

2.	 Explain how the concepts of Sama and Anya illustrate the dialectical 
process of reconciling unity and multiplicity in Guru’s philosophy.

3.	 Analyse how Sree Narayana Guru balances rationality and mysticism 
within his dialectical approach to philosophy and spirituality.

4.	 Evaluate the role of dialectics in Sree Narayana Guru’s social reforms, 

11.	What dialectical message is expressed in the statement “One caste, one 
religion, one God for humanity”?
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with special reference to his statement “One caste, one religion, one 
God for humanity.”

5.	 Discuss the contemporary relevance of Sree Narayana Guru’s dialectical 
method in addressing present-day social, religious, and philosophical 
conflicts.
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Structure and Content of 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad: A Brief 

Outline

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

Upon completion of this unit, learner will be able to: 

	♦ explain the historical and philosophical place of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
within the Vedic corpus

	♦ identify the central themes and dialectical structure of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad

	♦ analyse the Upanishad’s reconciliation of opposites such as action and 
renunciation, knowledge and ignorance

	♦ evaluate the contemporary relevance of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad in uniting 
spirituality and modern life

The Upaniṣads are the concluding portions of the Vedic corpus, often referred 
to as Vedānta (“the end of the Veda”). They represent the highest philosophical and 
spiritual reflections of early Indian thought, addressing questions of ultimate reality 
(Brahman), the self (Ātman), and liberation (mokṣa). Unlike ritual-oriented texts, 
the Upaniṣads emphasise inquiry, dialogue, and contemplation. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
is one of the principal Upaniṣads, highly valued by ancient commentators such as 
Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and Madhva, and also by modern thinkers like Sri Aurobindo 
and Mahatma Gandhi. Gandhi, in fact, regarded this Upaniṣad as central to his phi-
losophy of renunciation and service. Its brevity - it contains only 18 mantras - should 
not mislead us: its ideas are dense, paradoxical, and wide-ranging. 

To approach such a text meaningfully, a basic understanding of its philosophical 
vocabulary and interpretive framework is essential. Terms such as Īśa (the Lord), 
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Vāsya (pervasion or covering), karma (action), vidyā (knowledge), avidyā (ignorance), 
sambhūti (becoming), asambhūti (non-becoming), and mokṣa (liberation) are central. 
The student must also be aware of the hermeneutical nature of the Upaniṣads: they 
invite multiple interpretations, and every philosophical school draws from them 
differently. For instance, Advaita Vedānta reads it as supporting non-duality, while 
Aurobindo interprets it as affirming an integral harmony of life and spirit.

Keywords
Ātman, Brahman, Vidyā, Avidyā, Sambhūti, Asambhūti, Non-duality, Integral Vedānta

Discussion

1.4.1 The Place of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad in Indian 
Philosophy
The Upaniṣads occupy a unique and 

revered place in the history of Indian thought. 
They represent the concluding portion of the 
Vedic literature, often called the Vedānta, 
literally meaning “the end of the Vedas.” 
Composed in poetic and symbolic style, 
the Upaniṣads are not systematic treatises 
but dialogical reflections that probe into 
the ultimate questions of life: What is the 
nature of reality? What is the relationship 
between the individual self (Ātman) and the 
ultimate principle (Brahman)? What is the 
path to liberation (mokṣa)? The Upaniṣads 
mark a shift from ritual and sacrifice toward 
philosophy and self-realisation.

Among these, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad holds 
a special place. It is one of the ten major 
Upaniṣads commented upon by Śaṅkara, 
Rāmānuja, and Madhva, making it central 
to the Vedāntic tradition. It is also one of 
the shortest, containing only 18 mantras. Its 
brevity, however, belies its depth. Within 
these verses, it addresses the relation 
between God, the self, and the world, and 
harmonises opposites such as renunciation 
and enjoyment, knowledge and ignorance, 

becoming and non-becoming. The density 
of its thought has made it an inexhaustible 
source of philosophical commentary across 
centuries.

Modern interpreters have also been deeply 
influenced by this text. Mahatma Gandhi 
described the first verse as his spiritual guide 
throughout life. Sri Aurobindo considered it 
a foundation for his philosophy of integral 
Vedānta, emphasising the reconciliation of 
world and spirit. Thus, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
serves as a bridge between ancient wisdom 
and modern spiritual humanism.

1.4.2 The Brevity 
and Depth of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad contains only 18 

mantras, making it one of the shortest 
principal Upaniṣads. Yet, commentators often 
note that its brevity conceals extraordinary 
philosophical density. Each mantra can be 
read as a compact aphorism, capable of 
supporting extensive interpretation. The 
very first mantra encapsulates the entire 
worldview of the text: everything is pervaded 
by the Lord, and human beings must live by 
renunciation, free from greed. Because of 
this density, the text is filled with paradoxes. 
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It places opposites side by side: enjoyment 
and renunciation, knowledge and ignorance, 
becoming and non-becoming. At first glance, 
these appear contradictory, but the Upaniṣad 
constantly urges the reader toward synthesis. 
This dialectical structure is one of its defining 
features.

Sri Aurobindo captures this dialectical 
richness in his commentary. Referring to 
the opening verse, he writes: “All this is 
for habitation by the Lord, whatsoever 
is individual universe of movement in 
the universal motion. By that renounced 
thou shouldst enjoy; lust not after any 
man’s possession” (Sri Aurobindo, The 
Upanishads). For Aurobindo, this is not 
a teaching of renunciation in the sense of 
world-denial. Rather, it is the call to live in 
the world as God-possessed, enjoying life not 
through possession but through recognition 
of the divine immanence in all things.

1.4.3 Central Concerns of 
the Upaniṣad

At its heart, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad grapples 
with the relation between the Divine, the 
self, and the world. Unlike traditions 
that emphasise transcendence alone, this 
text insists that the world itself is divine. 
The Lord does not merely exist beyond 
creation but dwells within it. This vision has 
profound ethical and spiritual implications: 
if all beings are pervaded by the Divine, 
then exploitation, greed, and hatred are 
fundamentally misguided.

Another central concern is the 
reconciliation of renunciation and action. 
The Upaniṣad teaches that one must renounce 
possessiveness and egoism while still 
engaging in action. This balance is unique: 
instead of setting renunciation against action, 
it presents them as complementary. For 
Śaṅkara, this supported the path of knowledge 
over ritual action. But for Aurobindo, it 

revealed the possibility of an integral life, 
where action itself becomes spiritualised.

The text also explores the paradox of 
knowledge (vidyā) and ignorance (avidyā). 
Neither is sufficient alone. Avidyā relates to 
the world of empirical existence; vidyā to 
higher spiritual truth. The Upaniṣad insists 
that both must be pursued, for only their 
integration leads to wholeness. This, too, 
is a dialectical teaching, rejecting extremes 
in favor of synthesis.

1.4.4 Sri Aurobindo’s 
Reading: An Integral 
Interpretation

Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is especially significant 
for modern readers. Unlike purely monastic 
interpretations, Aurobindo emphasises the 
affirmation of life within the text. He argues 
that the Upaniṣad does not teach the rejection 
of the world but its transformation through 
divine vision. Commenting on the paradoxes 
of knowledge and ignorance, he states “The 
two, Knowledge and Ignorance, are not 
mutually destructive but complementary. 
Life must be lived in both, until their higher 
reconciliation in the Divine” (Sri Aurobindo, 
The Upanishads). This interpretation 
resonates with his philosophy of Integral 
Yoga, where the spiritual goal is not escape 
from the world but the divinisation of life 
itself. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, with its emphasis 
on synthesis, provides him with a scriptural 
foundation for this vision.

By quoting and interpreting the Upaniṣad, 
Aurobindo demonstrates how an ancient 
text continues to provide answers to modern 
spiritual dilemmas. The tension between 
materialism and spirituality, between action 
and contemplation, between science and 
religion - all these modern conflicts are 
anticipated in the dialectical method of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad.
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The Introduction to the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
thus highlights its place in Indian thought, 
its structure and brevity, its central concerns 
of divine immanence and dialectical 
synthesis, and its profound relevance in 
modern interpretation, especially through Sri 
Aurobindo’s lens. Far from being a relic of the 
past, the text continues to challenge, inspire, 
and guide seekers of truth. Its message of 
unity amidst diversity, renunciation amidst 
action, and knowledge amidst ignorance 
establishes it as one of the most profound 
works of spiritual philosophy.

1.4.5 Position and 
Historical Context of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to the 

Śukla Yajurveda, specifically forming 
the concluding portion of the Vājaseyani 
Saṃhitā. This is significant because unlike 
many Upaniṣads found in the Brāhmaṇas and 
Āraṇyakas, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is embedded 
directly within the Saṃhitā itself. This 
suggests that it may be one of the earliest 
expressions of Upaniṣadic thought, standing 
at the transition between Vedic ritualism and 
philosophical reflection. Its name derives 
from the opening words, “Īśāvāsyam idam 
sarvam”, which literally means “all this 
is pervaded by the Lord.” From the very 
beginning, the Upaniṣad sets forth a vision 
of divine immanence. The Lord (Īśa) is not 
separate from the world but pervades and 
inhabits it. This theological starting point 
differentiates it from purely ritualistic texts. 
It is not concerned with external sacrifice 
but with an inner recognition of the Divine 
in all.

The historical significance of this 
Upaniṣad also lies in its reception. Śaṅkara 
reads it as affirming non-duality (advaita), 
interpreting renunciation as the abandonment 
of all possessiveness. Rāmānuja interprets 
it within his framework of qualified non-
duality (viśiṣṭādvaita), emphasising devotion 

to the personal Lord. Sri Aurobindo, however, 
insists that the text does not advocate escapism 
but rather a synthesis of renunciation and 
enjoyment, of knowledge and action. Thus, 
the text becomes a meeting point of diverse 
hermeneutical traditions.

Its brevity has not limited its influence. On 
the contrary, because of its compact nature, 
the text reads like a series of aphorisms, 
forcing readers and commentators to engage 
deeply with each verse. Śaṅkara, in his 
Advaitic commentary, treats it as a text of 
non-duality. Gandhi took the first verse as 
his lifelong guide. Sri Aurobindo interpreted 
it as a charter for an integral Vedānta, which 
harmonises renunciation and enjoyment, 
action and knowledge, being and becoming.

1.4.6 Structure of the Text
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is composed of 18 

mantras, which can be grouped thematically:

1.	 Mantras 1–2: The pervasion of 
the Lord and the injunction to 
combine renunciation with action.

2.	 Mantras 3–8: The nature of the 
self, the vision of oneness, and 
the dangers of ignorance.

3.	 Mantras 9–14: The paradox 
of vidyā and avidyā, sambhūti 
and asambhūti, urging their 
integration.

4.	 Mantras 15–18: The seeker’s 
prayer to the Sun and to the 
Supreme at the time of death.

This structure represents a movement from 
cosmic vision (everything pervaded by the 
Lord), to ethical instruction (renunciation and 
action), to dialectical paradox (knowledge 
and ignorance), and finally to devotional 
surrender (prayers at death). It demonstrates 
how ontology, ethics, epistemology, and 
soteriology are woven together.
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1.4.7 Central Theme in 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
The opening mantra sets the tone:

“Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam yat kiñca 
jagatyām jagat;

tena tyaktena bhuñjīthā, mā gṛdhaḥ 
kasyasvid dhanam.”

Sri Aurobindo translates:  “All this is 
for habitation by the Lord; whatsoever is 
individual universe of movement in the 
universal motion. By that renounced thou 
shouldst enjoy; lust not after any man’s 
possession.” This is a profound declaration 
of divine immanence - the Lord pervades 
everything. The mantra instructs us to enjoy 
life not through possession and desire, but 
through renunciation and recognition of 
divine presence. For Aurobindo, this is not 
world-negation but a spiritual affirmation of 
the world. He writes “The Isha Upanishad 
does not teach world-rejection but God-
possession of the world.” Thus, the very 
structure of the text begins by affirming the 
inseparability of enjoyment and renunciation, 
a dialectical unity that informs the rest of 
the work.

The second mantra states that one should 
desire to live a hundred years by doing works, 
but such works should be performed without 
attachment, under the recognition of divine 
pervasion. At first, this seems to contradict the 
call for renunciation in the first verse. Śaṅkara 
interprets this as karma for householders 
who are not ready for renunciation, whereas 
true knowledge requires withdrawal. Sri 
Aurobindo, however, reads it differently 
“Here the reconciliation is complete: action 
is not incompatible with knowledge, but 
must be guided by it.” This represents the 
dialectic of action and renunciation. Instead 
of rejecting action, the Upaniṣad harmonises 
it with renunciation, showing that life in the 
world can itself be spiritual if done with 
detachment.

The middle section introduces paradoxes: 
those who pursue only ignorance (avidyā) 
fall into darkness, but those who pursue 
knowledge (vidyā) alone fall into even greater 
darkness. The Upaniṣad insists that both 
must be cultivated together. This dialectic 
is crucial. Ignorance represents the world 
of practical life, empirical knowledge, and 
ritual. Knowledge represents spiritual vision 
and contemplation. If one pursues only the 
practical without spiritual insight, life is 
incomplete. If one pursues only the spiritual, 
denying the world, life becomes lopsided. 
The Upaniṣad calls for integration.

Sri Aurobindo interprets “The two, 
Knowledge and Ignorance, are not mutually 
destructive but complementary. Life must be 
lived in both, until their higher reconciliation 
in the Divine.” This teaching anticipates 
Aurobindo’s integral yoga, where spirit 
and matter, action and contemplation, are 
reconciled.

Similarly, the text contrasts worship of 
sambhūti (becoming, the manifest) with 
worship of asambhūti (non-becoming, the 
unmanifest). Each pursued exclusively leads 
to limitation. True wisdom lies in combining 
both. For Śaṅkara, sambhūti refers to deities 
or cosmic powers, and asambhūti to the 
unmanifest Brahman. For Aurobindo, 
sambhūti is the manifestation of God in 
the world, while asambhūti is the eternal 
Absolute. He writes “Being and Becoming 
are both the Brahman. To seize the Becoming 
and miss the Being is error; to seize the Being 
and miss the Becoming is also error.” Here 
again, the Upaniṣad shows its dialectical 
genius: it does not reduce truth to one pole 
but affirms a higher unity of opposites.

The Upaniṣad describes the state of the 
realised soul who sees all beings in the Self 
and the Self in all beings. Such a person 
transcends hatred and delusion. The ethical 
implication is profound: one cannot harm 
others if one truly perceives them as one’s 
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own self. This vision integrates ontology 
and ethics. The unity of being (ontology) is 
expressed in love and compassion (ethics). 
Aurobindo observes “The perception of 
oneness is not an intellectual proposition 
but a spiritual realisation, which transforms 
conduct.” Thus, the content of the text moves 
from philosophical statements to lived 
ethics, embodying the Upaniṣadic ideal of 
realisation.

The closing mantras take a devotional turn. 
The seeker addresses the Sun as the face of 
Truth, asking it to remove its golden lid so 
that the seeker may see the highest Reality. 
The final prayer is for assimilation into the 
eternal Self at the moment of death. This 
conclusion demonstrates that intellectual 
knowledge and ethical living culminate in 
devotional surrender. For Aurobindo, this 
prayer represents the soul’s aspiration to go 
beyond partial knowledge to direct spiritual 
experience.

1.4.8 Dialectical Structure 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
A striking feature of the text is its 

dialectical method. Opposites are constantly 
placed together - renunciation and enjoyment, 
knowledge and ignorance, becoming and 

non-becoming, self and world, action 
and withdrawal. But the Upaniṣad never 
resolves these by rejecting one pole; instead, 
it integrates them into a higher unity. Sri 
Aurobindo calls this the spirit of the Veda 
“The Isha Upanishad harmonises the 
opposites by the vision of the One in all 
and the All in One.” Thus, the structure of 
the text is dialectical, leading the reader 
from contradiction to reconciliation, from 
multiplicity to unity.

1.4.9 Contemporary 
Relevance

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad remains relevant in 
modern contexts. Its teaching that the world 
is divine opposes materialistic exploitation of 
nature. Its harmonisation of action and renun-
ciation speaks to contemporary dilemmas of 
career and spirituality. Its call to integrate 
knowledge and ignorance resonates with 
the need to combine science and spirituality. 
For Aurobindo, the Upaniṣad provides the 
foundation for a spiritual humanism where 
all aspects of life - political, social, cultural 
- are infused with the vision of the Divine. 
Its structure and content thus continue to 
inspire both personal spiritual practice and 
social philosophy.

Recap

	♦ The Upaniṣads form the concluding part of the Vedas.

	♦ The term “Vedânta” means “end of the Vedas.”

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad belongs to the Śukla Yajurveda.

	♦ It contains only 18 mantras.

	♦ It discusses the unity of God, self, and world.

	♦ The opening mantra declares that all is pervaded by the Lord.
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	♦ The text integrates knowledge and action.

	♦ Sambhûti and asambhûti represent becoming and non-becoming.

	♦ The Upaniṣad promotes divine immanence.

	♦ Śaṅkara interprets it as teaching non-duality.

	♦ Râmânuja sees it as affirming qualified non-duality.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo views it as harmonising renunciation and action.

	♦ The text emphasises synthesis rather than opposition.

	♦ Gandhi considered its first verse his lifelong guide.

	♦ The realised person sees all beings in the Self.

	♦ Ethical conduct flows from the vision of oneness.

	♦ Aurobindo’s reading links it to integral humanism.

	♦ It harmonises opposites through dialectical movement.

Objective Questions

1.	 To which Veda does the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad belong?

2.	 How many mantras are there in the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad?

3.	 What is the central theme of the first mantra?

4.	 Who are the three major commentators on the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad?

5.	 What does “Îúâvâsyam idam sarvam” mean?

6.	 Which philosopher saw the Upaniṣad as affirming non-duality?

7.	 Which philosopher viewed it as qualified non-duality?

8.	 How did Sri Aurobindo interpret renunciation in the text?

9.	 What are sambhûti and asambhûti associated with?
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10.	What does the text teach about the relationship between knowledge 
and ignorance?

11.	According to the Upaniṣad, what is the ethical result of realising oneness?

12.	What does Sri Aurobindo mean by “God-possession of the world”?

Answers

1.	 Śukla Yajurveda

2.	 Eighteen mantras

3.	 Unity of all

4.	 Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, Aurobindo

5.	 All is pervaded by God

6.	 Śaṅkarācārya

7.	 Râmânuja

8.	 Active renunciation

9.	 Becoming and non-becoming

10.	Complementary paths

11.	Ethical oneness

12.	Divine immanence

Assignments

1.	 Describe the central theme of the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad with reference to 
the first mantra, “Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam.”
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2.	 Explain how the teachings of the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad on renunciation and 
action can be applied to modern life situations.

3.	 Analyze how the dialectical relationship between knowledge (vidyā) 
and ignorance (avidyā) is presented in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad.

4.	 Evaluate Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad as a 
philosophy of “world-affirmation” rather than “world-renunciation.”

5.	 Discuss how the dialectical method of the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad can be 
used to develop a contemporary philosophy that harmonises science 
and spirituality.
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The Concept of the World

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the Vedic and Vedantic background of the Isavasyopanishad

	♦ interpret the key philosophical concepts of the Isavasyopanishad and 
analyze their implications for understanding the relationship between 
the divine and the world

	♦ evaluate the ethical and spiritual vision of the text, especially the ideas 
of renunciation with enjoyment and the integration of knowledge and 
action

	♦ compare major Vedantic interpretations (Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, and 
Dvaita) of the Isavasyopanishad

Studying the Isavasyopanishad requires an understanding of the Vedic background. 
The Vedas, especially the Rig and Yajur Vedas, form the foundation of Indian 
philosophical thought. The Upanishads are regarded as the concluding portions of the 
Vedas, known as Vedanta. Hence, before analyzing the Isavasyopanishad, students 
must be introduced to the Vedic tradition, its ritualistic practices, and its search for 
ultimate reality. A second prerequisite is awareness of the conceptual framework 
of Indian philosophy. One must know the significance of Brahman (the ultimate 
reality), Atman (the self), Maya (illusion), Karma (action), Samsara (cycle of rebirth), 
and Moksha (liberation). These concepts provide the philosophical foundation to 
interpret the teachings of the Upanishads.

1
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Equally important is the awareness of the Vedantic schools of interpretation. 
Advaita Vedanta interprets the world as ultimately unreal in comparison to Brahman. 
Vishishtadvaita Vedanta holds that the world is a real manifestation of Brahman. 
Dvaita Vedanta emphasizes the eternal distinction between God and the world. One 
who engages with the Isavasyopanishad should know that it is a foundational text 
which each school interprets in its own way. A minimal familiarity with Sanskrit 
expressions will help students understand the richness of the text. Words like Isha, 
Vasya, Tyaga, and Bhoga carry layers of meaning which cannot be fully translated 
into English.

Keywords
Ishavasyam,  Tyaga, Bhoga, Vidya, Avidya, Brahman 

Discussion
The Isavasyopanishad, part of the Shukla 

Yajurveda, contains only 18 mantras, yet it 
conveys profound philosophical insights. 
The Yajurveda has two branches: the Shukla 
Yajurveda and the Krishna Yajurveda. The 
Isavasyopanishad belongs to the Shukla 
Yajurveda branch. Since this Upanishad 
forms the concluding chapter of the Shukla 
Yajurveda Samhita, it is regarded as an integral 
part of the Samhita itself, and therefore it 
is called a “Samhitopanishad.” It is also 
known as a “Mantropanishad,” because the 
entire text consists of mantras composed in 
metrical verses. The title Isavasyopanishad 
is derived from the very first verse of the 
Upanishad which begins with the expression 
“Ishavasyamidam sarvam” – “All this is 
pervaded by the Lord.”

This Upanishad is also referred to as 
the “Vajaseneyi Samhitopanishad”. This is 
because the Shukla Yajurveda is associated 
with the Vajaseneyi tradition, and the Samhita 
belonging to this tradition is known as the 
Vajaseneyi Samhita.

The Isavasyopanishad exists in two 
recensions: 1) Kanva  and 2) Madhyandina. 

The second recension contains fifteen 
mantras. Both recensions are considered 
authoritative, and Badarayana, in the 
Brahmasutras, refers to both. However, 
the version with eighteen mantras is more 
widely studied and recognized.

The opening mantra of Isavasyopanishad 
asserts that the universe is pervaded by 
the Lord. This sanctifies the world and 
challenges any dichotomy between sacred 
and secular. The text affirms non-duality. 
Reality is one though it appears as many. 
The world is not dismissed as illusion but 
seen as manifestation of the eternal. Thus, 
the world is not an obstacle to spirituality 
but a medium of realization. It bridges ritual 
practice and philosophical reflection.

4.2.1 Major Concepts in 
Upanishad
Renunciation and Enjoyment: The phrase 
tena tyaktena bhunjitha teaches enjoyment 
through renunciation. Renunciation here 
means detachment, not abandonment. The 
Upanishad promotes balance: engagement 
with the world combined with detachment 
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from possessiveness. This vision avoids 
extremes of indulgence and ascetic denial, 
offering instead a middle path. Modern 
readers can interpret this as a critique of 
consumerism, and an encouragement of 
gratitude and sustainability.

Concept of Ishavasyam: Ishavasyam means 
“enveloped by the Lord.” Every being and 
object is infused with divinity. This vision 
demands reverence for nature, society, and 
even daily life as manifestations of the divine. 
It transforms worldly duties into spiritual 
practices, uniting metaphysics with ethics. It 
also lays the foundation for eco-spirituality, 
encouraging respect for the environment.

Knowledge and Ignorance: The 
Isavasyopanishad discusses Vidya 
(knowledge) and Avidya (ignorance). Both are 
necessary paths. Avidya allows functioning 
in worldly life; Vidya leads to liberation. 
Neglecting either causes imbalance. The text 
encourages integration of worldly knowledge 
and higher wisdom. Modern education must 

integrate science with spirituality, technical 
progress with ethical insight.

Ethical Dimensions: Ethics in the 
Isavasyopanishad flow from its metaphysical 
vision. If all is pervaded by divinity, 
exploitation and greed are unjustifiable. 
The text advocates compassion, humility, 
and non-violence as natural consequences 
of spiritual realization. It also promotes 
justice, equality, and ecological responsibility. 
These values remain relevant for addressing 
social inequality, economic exploitation, 
and environmental crises.

Isavasyopanishad remains relevant in 
today’s world of materialism and ecological 
challenges. Its emphasis on renunciation 
and moderation critiques consumerism 
and promotes sustainability. Its ecological 
insights encourage respect for the natural 
world as divine. The text provides guidance 
for personal harmony, social justice, and 
global ethics.

Recap

	♦ The Isavasyopanishad belongs to the Shukla Yajurveda next it consists 
of only eighteen mantras that express spiritual and philosophical vision 
of reality.

	♦ It is called both a Samhitopanishad and a Mantropanishad, signifying 
its integration with the Vajaseneyi Samhita 

	♦  The opening mantra, Ishavasyamidam sarvam, declares that the entire 
universe is pervaded by the divine

	♦ The Upanishad presents a non-dual vision of reality - unity in diversity .

	♦  The teaching tena tyaktena bhunjitha promotes enjoyment through 
renunciation, encouraging detachment without withdrawal from life.

	♦ The concept of Ishavasyam emphasizes divine immanence

	♦ The interplay of Vidya (knowledge) and Avidya (ignorance) .
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	♦ If all is divine, then greed, exploitation, and violence contradict the 
spiritual order.

	♦ The Upanishad bridges ritual and philosophy, showing that practical 
life and spiritual pursuit are not opposites but complementary paths.

Objective Questions

1.	 The Isavasyopanishad belongs to which branch of the Yajurveda?

2.	 Because it forms part of the Samhita, the Isavasyopanishad is also 
called a …

3.	 The title Isavasyopanishad is derived from the first verse beginning 
with the expression 

4.	 The doctrine of “enjoyment through renunciation” is expressed by the 
phrase?

5.	 In Vedantic interpretation, the term Ishavasyam means “enveloped” 
by whom?

Answers

1.	 Shukla, 

2.	 Samhitopanisham 

3.	 Ishavasyamidam

4.	 Tena tyaktena bhunjitha, 

5.	 Lord

Assignments

1.	 Explain the meaning and philosophical significance of the expression 
Ishavasyamidam sarvam in the Isavasyopanishad. 
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2.	 Discuss how the Upanishadic ideal of tena tyaktena bhunjitha reconciles 
renunciation with enjoyment.

3.	 Evaluate the interrelationship between Vidya and Avidya as discussed in 
the Isavasyopanishad. How can this be applied to modern education?

4.	 Compare the interpretations of the Isavasyopanishad by Advaita, 
Vishishtadvaita, and Dvaita Vedanta, highlighting their differing views 
on the concept of the world
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The Concept of Renunciation; 
Non-covetousness (Verse 1)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After studing this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the meaning and significance of the first verse of the 
Isavasyopanishad

	♦ interpret the concepts of Tyaga (renunciation) and Ma Gridhah 
(non-covetousness)

	♦ analyze Sri Aurobindo’s and Sreenarayana Guru’s interpretations of 
the verse

	♦ evaluate how the Upanishadic teaching “tena tyaktena bhunjitha” (“enjoy 
through renunciation”) provides a balanced approach between material 
life and spiritual freedom

	♦ apply the principles of renunciation and non-covetousness to contemporary 
issues

Before studying the Isavasyopanishad and its first verse, it is necessary to be 
familiar with the historical and philosophical background of the Vedic tradition. The 
Upanishads are regarded as the concluding portion of the Vedas, also called Vedanta. 
They contain some of the earliest philosophical speculations of humanity, focusing 
on questions of reality, self, and ultimate liberation. Students are expected to have 
an initial understanding of key philosophical concepts such as Brahman (ultimate 
reality), Atman (self), Moksha (liberation), Dharma (righteousness), Karma (action), 
and Maya (illusion). Without such conceptual preparation, it becomes difficult to 
grasp the deep meanings hidden in the poetic language of the Isavasyopanishad.

2
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Keywords
Tyaga, Ma Gridhah, Ishavasyam, Bhunjitha, attachment, Sustainability

Another prerequisite is the ability to appreciate Sanskrit terminology. Even though 
translations are available, Sanskrit words often carry multiple layers of meaning. 
For example, Isha can mean Lord, ruler, controller, or divine presence. Vasya can 
mean pervaded, covered, or enveloped. Understanding such words in their original 
context enriches the study.

It is also necessary that one should be familiar with Vedantic schools of interpretation. 
Different schools — Advaita (non-dualism), Vishishtadvaita (qualified non-dualism), 
and Dvaita (dualism) — interpret the same verse differently. This diversity of 
interpretation shows how a short text can sustain multiple philosophical systems. 
Final prerequisite is awareness that the Upanishads are not only speculative but 
also ethical and practical guides. They were composed not as abstract theories but 
as spiritual manuals that could guide life. The first verse of the Isavasyopanishad 
especially emphasizes renunciation (tyaga) and non-covetousness (ma gridhah), 
which are as much ethical as philosophical.

Discussion

2.2.1 Verse 1:Sanskrit Text
<Ç¶ÉÉ´ÉÉºªÉÊ¨ÉnÆ ºÉ´ÉÆÇ ªÉÊiEò\SÉ VÉMÉiªÉÉÆ VÉMÉi *

iÉäxÉ iªÉHòäxÉ ¦ÉÖ\VÉÒlÉÉ ¨ÉÉ MÉÞvÉ& EòºªÉÊº´ÉrxÉ¨** 

Aurobindo translates it as: “All this is 
for habitation by the Lord, whatever is 
individual universe of movement in the 
universal motion. By that renounced 
thou shouldst enjoy; lust not after any 
man’s possession.”

Sreenarayana Guru translates it as:

C‑u-i³ P-K-X‑n-s‑e-Ã‑m-a‑m-þ
h-k‑n-¡‑p-¶-X‑p s‑I‑m-ï‑v \‑o 
N-c‑n-¡ a‑p-à-\‑m-b‑m-i‑n þ
¡-c‑p-X‑m-c‑p-s‑S-b‑p‑w [-\‑w 

The first verse of the Isavasyopanishad 
sets the tone for the entire text. It 
declares that the whole world is 
pervaded by the Lord (Ishavasyam 

idam sarvam). This means that 
nothing is outside the presence of 
the divine. The world is sacred, not 
profane. The verse then prescribes a 
way of life: tena tyaktena bhunjitha 
— “enjoy through renunciation.” 
True enjoyment does not come from 
hoarding or possessing but from letting 
go of attachment. Finally, it warns: ma 
gridhah kasyasvid dhanam — “covet 
not the wealth of others.” This is a 
strong ethical injunction against greed 
and selfishness.

2.2.1.1 Concept of 
Renunciation (Tyaga):

Renunciation in the Isavasyopanishad 
is not world-denial. It does not ask us 
to abandon life but to renounce the 
false sense of ownership. Everything 
belongs to the divine; human beings 
are only trustees. This renunciation 
is an inner attitude rather than an 
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external act. One may live in the 
world, perform duties, enjoy the 
fruits of life, but without attachment, 
without possessiveness. This makes 
renunciation compatible with active 
social life. Sri Aurobindo interprets 
renunciation as the spiritual discipline 
of detachment. For him, tena tyaktena 
bhunjitha means that one should 
enjoy life by surrendering ego and 
selfishness, living in the freedom of 
the spirit.

2.2.1.2 Concept of Non-
Covetousness (Ma Gridhah):

The verse directly warns against 
greed: ma gridhah kasyasvid dhanam 
meaning that “do not covet another’s 
wealth.” This is a timeless ethical 
principle. Possessiveness leads to 
conflict, inequality, and injustice. Non-
covetousness is not only a moral rule 
but also a spiritual realization. When 
one understands that all belongs to the 
Lord, coveting becomes meaningless. 
Sri Aurobindo explains that desire 
arises from ignorance of the divine 
presence. Once we realize divinity 
pervades everything, selfish desire 
naturally drops. This teaching is 
highly relevant for modern society 
dominated by consumerism. The 
Isavasyopanishad provides a counter-
cultural message: true wealth lies in 
spiritual freedom, not in possessions.

2.2.1.3 Renunciation and 
Enjoyment: The Paradox:

The Upanishad presents a paradoxical 
formula: “enjoy by renouncing.” 
This paradox forces us to think 
beyond conventional dualisms. 
Normally, enjoyment and renunciation 
are opposites. But here, they are 
synthesized. Renunciation frees us 
from bondage; enjoyment becomes 
pure when it is free from attachment. 
Thus, the verse presents a philosophy 
of balance — not ascetic denial, not 

material indulgence, but spiritual 
enjoyment in detachment. Sri 
Aurobindo interprets this as the 
integration of life and spirit. He rejects 
the idea that spirituality requires 
abandoning the world. Instead, he 
shows how the divine presence makes 
worldly life itself a field of spiritual 
joy.

The first verse is not merely 
metaphysical; it has strong ethical 
implications. If everything is pervaded 
by the Lord, exploitation, greed, and 
violence are unjustifiable. The verse 
establishes a foundation for values 
like non-violence, justice, equality, 
and ecological responsibility. Non-
covetousness (ma gridhah) promotes 
social harmony. It condemns 
inequality by affirming that no wealth 
truly belongs to anyone. Everything 
belongs to the Lord; human beings 
are only caretakers. For students, this 
means cultivating attitudes of humility, 
simplicity, and sharing. Ethical life is 
not separate from spiritual realization 
but flows directly from it.
In a consumerist world driven by greed 
and competition, the Upanishadic call 
to renounce possessiveness and culti-
vate non-covetousness is vital. From an 
ecological perspective, the verse reminds 
us not to exploit nature’s wealth selfishly. 
The Earth’s resources belong to all be-
ings; coveting leads to ecological crisis. 
The principle of tyaga can be interpreted 
as sustainable consumption, while ma 
gridhah can be seen as ecological justice. 
Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation also makes 
it relevant for modern students. He em-
phasizes that renunciation is not escapism 
but transformation of consciousness. Life 
should be lived in fullness, but without 
selfishness. In short, the first verse pro-
vides a spiritual foundation for address-
ing modern issues such as consumerism, 
ecological degradation, social injustice, 
and personal dissatisfaction.
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Recap

	♦ The first verse of the Isavasyopanishad declares that the entire world 
is pervaded by the divine (Ishavasyamidam sarvam).

	♦ The verse prescribes a way of life: tena tyaktena bhunjitha - enjoy 
through renunciation.

	♦ The verse also warns: ma gridhah kasyasvid dhanam  - covet not the 
wealth of others.

	♦ Renunciation (tyaga) in the Upanishadic sense is inner detachment, 
not physical withdrawal from life.

	♦  Non-covetousness (ma gridhah) is both an ethical and spiritual discipline 
that prevents greed and exploitation.

	♦  Sri Aurobindo interprets renunciation as self-surrender and spiritual 
freedom within active worldly life.

	♦ Sreenarayana Guru’s interpretation emphasizes liberation through 
detachment and non-possession in simple living.

	♦ The Upanishadic teaching unites renunciation and enjoyment, showing 
that true joy arises only in freedom from attachment.

	♦  The verse provides a foundation for values like non-violence, equality, 
humility, and ecological responsibility.

	♦ In contemporary times, the ideals of tyaga and ma gridhah critique 
consumerism and support sustainability and social justice.

Objective Questions

1.	 Which Upanishad teaches the principle of “enjoy through renunciation”?

2.	 What is the Sanskrit term for renunciation mentioned in the first verse?

3.	 What is the Sanskrit term that means non-covetousness?

4.	 Who interpreted renunciation as the spiritual discipline of detachment 
and surrender of ego?
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Answers

1.	 Isavasya

2.	 Tyaga

3.	 Ma Gridhah

4.	 Aurobindo

5.	 Detachment

6.	 Non-greed

7.	 Tyaga

Assignments

1.	 Explain the philosophical significance of the verse Ishavasyamidam 
sarvam and its ethical implications.

2.	 Discuss how the teaching tena tyaktena bhunjitha reconciles renunciation 
and enjoyment.

3.	 Analyze and compare the interpretations of the first verse by Sri Aurobindo 
and Sreenarayana Guru.

4.	 Evaluate how the principles of tyaga and ma gridhah can be applied 
to modern issues like consumerism and ecological imbalance.

5.	 According to the verse, what attitude must replace possessiveness?

6.	 Which modern ethical principle is most directly related to “ma gridhah 
kasyasvid dhanam”?

7.	 From an ecological perspective, which concept of the verse promotes 
sustainable living?
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Zest in Life-Non-clinginess to 
life (verse 2)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After completing this unit, the learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the philosophical significance of Verse 2 of the Isavasyopanishad 
and its message on the relationship between life, action, and spirituality

	♦ interpret the concepts of zest in life and non-clinginess (anasakti) as 
expressions of dynamic participation in the world without attachment

	♦ analyze how the verse reconciles karma (action) and moksha (liberation)

	♦ compare different philosophical interpretations of the verse regarding 
the value of life and action

	♦ apply the Upanishadic ideals of zest and non-attachment to modern 
contexts such as stress management, ethical living, and sustainable, 
purposeful action

Before studying this unit, one must be equipped with some preliminary knowledge 
about Indian philosophy and the Vedic tradition. The Upanishads are known as Vedanta 
(the end or culmination of the Vedas). They are philosophical treatises that inquire 
into the nature of ultimate reality (Brahman), the essence of the self (Atman), and 
the path to liberation (Moksha). Students should also understand the broad division 
of the Vedas: Samhitas, Brahmanas, Aranyakas, and Upanishads. Among these, the 
Upanishads represent the philosophical core. They use dialogues, metaphors, and 
paradoxical statements to awaken the seeker to higher truths. Familiarity with basic 
concepts such as Karma (action), Jnana (knowledge), Bhakti (devotion), Sannyasa 
(renunciation), and Dharma (righteous duty) will help in comprehending the verse. 

3
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A prior awareness of Vedantic systems like Advaita (non-dualism), Vishishtadvaita 
(qualified non-dualism), and Dvaita (dualism) will also enrich interpretation. In 
addition, it is important to know that the Isavasyopanishad belongs to the Shukla 
Yajurveda and is considered one of the shortest yet most comprehensive Upanishads, 
consisting of only 18 verses. This prepares them to appreciate how a small text can 
deal with profound philosophical problems.

Keywords
Karma, Anasakti, Jijivisha, Nishkama Karma, Dynamic Spirituality 

Discussion

2.3.1 The Text of Verse 2 
(in Sanskrit)

EòÖ´ÉÇzÉä´Éä½ Eò¨ÉÉÇÊhÉ ÊVÉVÉÒÊ´É¹ÉäSUiÉÆ ºÉ¨ÉÉ& *

B´ÉÆ i´ÉÊªÉ xÉÉxªÉlÉäiÉÉä%ÊºiÉ xÉ Eò¨ÉÇ Ê±É{ªÉiÉä xÉ®ä ** 2**

Sri Aurobindo translates it as the 
following:

 Doing verily works in this world one 
should wish to live a hundred years. Thus, 
it is in thee and not otherwise than this; 
action cleaves not to a man.

Sreenarayana Guru translates it as the 
following:
 
A-s‑Ã-¦‑n-e-´‑y‑w-h-s‑c-b‑p‑w 
IÀ-½‑w s‑N-b‑v-X‑n-§-k‑w-K-\‑m-b‑v 
C-c‑n-¡‑p-I-b‑n-X-Ã‑m-X‑n-þ
s‑Ã‑m-¶‑p‑w \-c-\‑p s‑N-b‑v-X‑n-S‑m³

This verse affirms the importance of life and 
action. According to the Isavasyopanishad, 
one should wish to live the full span of human 
life (in usual sense, 100 years) by engaging 
in works. However, the works must be done 
in the right spirit, not with attachment or 
selfish desire. Sri Aurobindo explains that 
true freedom does not lie in escaping action 

but in performing action without bondage. 
When actions are dedicated to the Divine 
and performed without ego or personal 
clinging, they do not bind the soul. Instead, 
they become a means of joyful participation 
in the cosmic order. 

In short, this verse rejects nihilism or 
escapism. It encourages zest in life – the joy 
of living and working – while maintaining 
non-clinginess to the outcomes. It is a call 
to dynamic spirituality: live fully, act fully, 
but do not be enslaved by your life or your 
deeds.

The second verse builds on the first one.  
The very first verse declares: <Ç¶ÉÉ´ÉÉºªÉÊ¨ÉnÆ ºÉ´ÉÆÇ 
(Isha vasyam idam sarvam), meaning “All 
this is pervaded by the Lord.” This sets 
the foundation for a spiritual vision of life 
where nothing is separate from the Divine. 
Human beings are urged to enjoy life with 
detachment, recognizing the presence of 
divinity in everything. If the entire world is 
divine, then human life must also be lived 
fully in alignment with this truth. Action 
is not a chain but a medium of divine 
expression, provided one does not cling to 
results. Hence, zest in life and non-clinginess 
go together.
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The verse two belongs to the long-
standing Indian debate on the relation 
between Karma (action) and Moksha 
(liberation). Some schools argue that 
action binds and must be renounced 
for liberation. Others argue that 
action, when done selflessly, purifies 
the mind and leads to liberation.  
Here, Isavasyopanishad chooses the 
middle path. It neither rejects action 
nor promotes blind indulgence. 
Instead, it teaches Nishkama Karma 
– action without desire for fruits. 
This idea later becomes central to 
the Bhagavad Gita, which says: 
“Karmanye vadhikaraste, ma phaleshu 
kadachana.” Philosophically, verse 
2 affirms that life itself is sacred and 
meaningful. To wish for a full span of 
life is not a denial of spirituality but an 
affirmation of it, provided one does not 
cling to life out of fear or attachment.

2.3.1.1 Concept of Zest in Life:

Zest in life means enthusiasm, 
energy, and a positive embrace of 
existence. In the Isavasyopanishad, 
zest is not about sensual indulgence 
but about recognizing life as a divine 
opportunity. To live with zest is to live 
consciously, responsibly, and joyfully. 
Sri Aurobindo interprets zest as the 
spirit of dynamic spirituality. Instead 
of running away from life in search of 
liberation, the Upanishad encourages 
embracing life fully. To perform 
actions with delight, yet without 
selfish clinging, is true zest. This way, 
life becomes a field of spiritual growth 
rather than bondage.

2.3.1.2 Non-Clinginess to Life:

Non-clinginess (Anasakti) is a 
core message of verse 2. It means 
living without fear of loss, without 
desperate attachment to possessions, 
relationships, or even to life itself. 
Clinginess creates anxiety and 
bondage. Non-clinginess liberates 

and allows zest to flourish. When 
one realizes that life is temporary yet 
divine, one can enjoy it fully without 
fear. Thus, non-clinginess does not 
mean rejection of life, but acceptance 
of its impermanence with serenity.

Scholars interpret verse 2 as 
reconciling renunciation (Sannyasa) 
and action (Karma). Shankaracharya, 
in his commentary, emphasizes that 
actions performed without selfishness 
purify the mind and prepare for Self-
knowledge. Ramanuja highlights the 
devotion to God that underlies selfless 
action. Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation 
adds a modern dimension. He insists 
that life itself is the field of spiritual 
realization. Escaping from life is not the 
solution. Instead, one must transform 
life by performing actions in the spirit 
of yoga – works offered to the Divine. 
This reveals the universal relevance 
of verse 2: it applies to householders, 
students, professionals, and seekers 
alike. It is not only for monks but for 
all who live in the world.

In the 21st century, human beings face 
stress, materialism, and the pressure of 
competition. Verse 2 gives a timeless 
message: live with enthusiasm, work 
sincerely, but do not be bound by 
results. This reduces stress and fosters 
balance. The zest without attachment 
is a practical philosophy. It means 
doing one’s duties wholeheartedly 
while maintaining inner freedom. It 
also prevents burnout and cultivates 
resilience in the face of change. This 
reminds us to focus on action, not on 
clinging to results. Living with zest 
means enjoying the process of learning, 
being curious, and participating 
actively in life. Non-clinginess means 
not being paralyzed by comparison or 
anxiety. This philosophy thus provides 
both motivation and mental peace.

50 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



The teaching of zest with non-
clinginess resonates with many 
traditions. Buddhism teaches Anitya 
(impermanence) and Anasakti (non-
attachment). The Bhagavad Gita 
teaches Karma Yoga. Stoic philosophy 
in the West emphasizes accepting fate 
while living virtuously. This shows 
that the principle of non-clinginess to 
life is universal. It is not about denial 

of life but about freedom within life.

In short, this verse tells us to live 
fully; to desire a hundred years of 
life, while remaining unattached. The 
combination of zest and non-clinginess 
creates harmony between action and 
liberation. 

Recap

	♦ Verse 2 emphasizes that human beings should live actively and 
meaningfully through righteous action.

	♦ It teaches that action performed in a spirit of renunciation (tyaga) does 
not bind the doer, but liberates them.

	♦ The verse reconciles karma (action) and moksha (liberation) by promoting 
nishkama karma - action without desire for fruits.

	♦ Zest in life (jijivisha) signifies enthusiasm, positive engagement, and 
acceptance of life as divine, not indulgence in pleasure.

	♦ Non-clinginess (anasakti) means living and acting without fear, attachment, 
or dependency on outcomes.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo interprets this verse as a message of dynamic spirituality 
to realize the Divine through action in the world.

	♦ Sreenarayana Guru’s interpretation highlights inner detachment and 
the performance of duties in equanimity.

	♦ The verse provides a middle path between escapism and materialism, 
encouraging full participation in life without bondage.

	♦ In modern life, this teaching offers a practical remedy for stress, burnout, 
and consumerism by promoting meaningful, detached action.

	♦ The harmony between zest and non-clinginess reflects a universal 
wisdom shared by other traditions such as Buddhism, Stoicism, and 
the Bhagavad Gita.
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Answers

1.	 Anasakti

2.	 Jijivisha

3.	 Nishkama Karma

4.	  Karma

5.	  Dynamic Spirituality

6.	  Bhagavad Gita

Objective Questions

1.	 Which Sanskrit term in Verse 2 of the Isavasyopanishad signifies non-
clinginess or detachment from life?

2.	 Which term expresses zest or the wish to live a full span of life according 
to Verse 2?

3.	 According to Verse 2, through which principle can liberation be achieved?

4.	 What two spiritual goals does the Isavasyopanishad reconcile rather 
than oppose?

5.	 How does Sri Aurobindo interpret the message of Verse 2 in philosophical 
terms?

6.	 Which sacred text later develops the Upanishadic teaching of “action 
without attachment”?

Assignments

1.	 Explain the philosophical significance of Verse 2 of the Isavasyopanishad 
in reconciling action (karma) and liberation (moksha).
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2.	 Discuss how the ideals of zest in life and non-clinginess contribute to 
the Upanishadic vision of dynamic spirituality.

3.	 Compare and contrast the interpretations of this verse by Sri Aurobindo, 
Shankaracharya, and Sreenarayana Guru.

4.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of nishkama karma and anasakti 
in addressing stress, materialism, and ethical living.
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Guru’s Concept on Life and 
Renunciation

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

By studying this unit, the learner will be able to: 

	♦ explain Sree Narayana Guru’s interpretation of life and renunciation in 
the context of his philosophical and social reform movements

	♦ analyze how Guru redefined renunciation (sannyasa) as inner detachment 
rather than withdrawal from worldly life

	♦ evaluate the synthesis of life and renunciation in Guru’s teachings as a 
practical application of Advaita Vedanta

	♦ discuss the social and ethical implications of Guru’s message -One 
Caste, One Religion, One God for Man

	♦ apply Guru’s philosophy of Applied Advaita to contemporary challenges 
such as social inequality, materialism, and communal divisions

Before approaching Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy on life and renunciation, 
it is important to acquire some background knowledge. First, one must be familiar 
with the general trends in Indian philosophy. The Vedas, Upanishads, the Bhagavad 
Gita, and Vedantic systems form the foundation of Indian thought. Two major paths 
are emphasized in these traditions: pravritti marga (path of action) and nivritti marga 
(path of withdrawal). The Upanishads, particularly the Isavasyopanishad, highlight 
a harmony between these two paths.

One should also know the socio-cultural context of 19th century Kerala. The 
society at that time was dominated by rigid caste divisions, untouchability, and 
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Keywords
Applied Advaita,  Inner Detachment, Equality and Unity,  Practical Spirituality, Social 

Reform 

social inequality. The so-called “lower castes” were denied access to temples, 
education, and social mobility. Sree Narayana Guru emerged during this period as 
both a spiritual teacher and a social reformer. His message challenged the oppressive 
structures and uplifted the marginalized.

Finally, knowledge about fundamental philosophical concepts of Advaita Vedanta, 
such as Atman (Self), Brahman (Ultimate Reality), Maya (illusion), and Moksha 
(liberation) is required. Sree Narayana Guru drew from this Advaitic vision but 
reinterpreted it in practical terms. Knowing the reform movements of Vivekananda, 
Dayananda Saraswati, and Mahatma Gandhi will also help situate Guru’s contribution 
in the broader history of modern Indian thought.

Discussion

Introduction to Sree 
Narayana Guru

Sree Narayana Guru (1855–1928) is widely 
respected for his universal message: “One 
Caste, One Religion, One God for Man.” His 
life and teachings were a synthesis of spiritual 
wisdom and social action. Unlike saints who 
retreated into forests, Guru actively engaged 
with society to fight inequality and promote 
unity. Guru consecrated over 40 temples, 
including the historic Aruvippuram Shiva 
temple in 1888, breaking caste restrictions. 
He established schools and monasteries to 
spread education and spiritual awareness. 
His writings, like Atmopadesa Satakam, 
Daiva Dasakam, and Jnana Paana, conveyed 
profound philosophical and spiritual insights 
in simple language.

Through his life, Guru demonstrated that 
spirituality is not separate from social reform. 
For him, life meant living meaningfully, with 
dignity and responsibility, while renunciation 

meant detachment from ego, pride, and 
selfishness. His philosophy offered a practical 
balance that ordinary people could follow.

2.4.1 Guru’s Concept of 
Life
Guru believed that life is sacred and 

purposeful. Human birth, according to 
him, is not a mere biological accident but 
a divine opportunity to attain knowledge, 
self-realization, and service to humanity. He 
urged people not to waste life in ignorance, 
rituals, or discrimination. Instead, they should 
cultivate values, education, and compassion.

Education was central to Guru’s concept 
of life. He declared: “Educate, Organize, and 
Strengthen.” By education, he meant not only 
literacy but also moral and spiritual growth. 
Life becomes meaningful when individuals 
are enlightened and capable of uplifting 
others. Thus, zest in life comes from curiosity, 
learning, creativity, and purposeful activity. 
Guru also emphasized equality and unity as 
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the foundation of life. His proclamation of 
One Caste, One Religion, One God was a 
direct rejection of caste divisions. For him, 
life should be lived joyfully, harmoniously, 
and consciously, recognizing the unity of 
all human beings.

2.4.2 Guru’s Concept of 
Renunciation
Renunciation (Sannyasa) in traditional 

Indian philosophy often meant leaving behind 
family and worldly responsibilities. Guru, 
however, redefined renunciation in a practical 
and socially engaged way. He lived as a 
celibate monk, but he did not advocate that 
all his followers abandon their duties. 

According to Guru, real renunciation is 
inner detachment. It is the renunciation of 
ego, caste arrogance, material greed, and 
harmful desires. He stressed that one could 
live in society, fulfil responsibilities, and 
yet remain spiritually free by cultivating 
simplicity and humility. His own life was a 
model of this ideal. He lived with minimal 
needs, dedicating himself to meditation, 
service, and teaching. Yet he did not reject 
the world. Instead, he renounced selfishness 
and transformed society. Renunciation, for 
him, was not escape but empowerment.

2.4.3 Synthesis of Life and 
Renunciation

One of the most remarkable aspects 
of Guru’s thought is the synthesis of life 
and renunciation. He did not see them as 
contradictory but as complementary. Life 
should be lived actively and meaningfully, 
while renunciation should ensure that 
one does not become enslaved to desires. 
Guru taught that a true seeker could be a 
householder or a monk, as long as they 
practiced inner detachment. This vision 
reflects the Upanishadic principle that 
zest in life is possible without clinging. 
By combining life and renunciation, Guru 

created a philosophy that was practical for 
everyone, not just ascetics.

Guru’s life illustrates this synthesis. He 
consecrated temples, organized institutions, 
wrote philosophical works, and inspired 
social reform movements, all while living 
a simple and renounced life. He showed 
that renunciation is not about inactivity but 
about purity of action.

2.4.4 Philosophical 
Foundations
Philosophically, Guru was rooted in 

Advaita Vedanta. Like Shankaracharya, he 
emphasized the oneness of existence: Atman 
(Self) is one with Brahman (Absolute). 
However, his Advaita was not abstract. It 
was lived, practical, and socially relevant.

Guru applied Advaita to society by 
affirming the equality of all human beings. 
His slogan of One Caste, One Religion, 
One God was a practical application of non-
duality. If all is one, then caste discrimination 
is meaningless. For Guru, spirituality without 
social equality was incomplete. This practical 
Advaita made Guru unique. He did not reject 
the world as illusion (Maya), but saw it as 
divine manifestation. His philosophy was 
world-affirming rather than world-negating. 
This approach made Advaita meaningful 
for common people.

2.4.5 Guru’s Social 
Philosophy

Guru’s concept of life and renunciation 
had deep social dimensions. He taught that 
spirituality must transform society. Caste 
divisions, untouchability, and superstition had 
to be renounced for true spiritual progress. 
He consecrated temples where people of 
all castes could worship. He encouraged 
inter-dining, inter-marriage, and community 
solidarity. He inspired movements like the 
SNDP Yogam to promote education and 
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organization among the oppressed. For 
Guru, renunciation was giving up pride and 
prejudice, while life was living in harmony 
and equality. His social philosophy combined 
spirituality with humanism, making religion 
a force for liberation.

Scholars describe Guru’s philosophy as 
“Applied Advaita.” He took metaphysical 
truths and applied them to daily life and 
social issues. Unlike classical Advaita, 
which often encouraged world-denial, Guru 
encouraged world-transformation. Critically, 
Guru’s renunciation was not escapist but 
practical. He did not reject life; instead, he 
transformed it. His philosophy was inclusive, 
democratic, and accessible. It was both 
spiritual and reformist. Some critic argue 
that Guru’s reinterpretation diluted traditional 

Advaita. However, many scholars agree that 
his contribution was to make Vedanta relevant 
to ordinary people. And that his synthesis of 
life and renunciation addressed both personal 
liberation and social equality.

Guru’s philosophy resonates with other 
Indian thinkers. Swami Vivekananda 
emphasized “Practical Vedanta”, that is, 
lsiving spirituality through action. Mahatma 
Gandhi stressed non-attachment in action. 
The Bhagavad Gita also taught selfless duty 
(Nishkama Karma). Globally, his thought 
is close to Buddhist Anasakti (non-attach-
ment) and Western Stoic philosophy, which 
emphasize living fully without clinging. 
Guru’s universal humanism makes him a 
world teacher, not just a regional reformer.

Recap

	♦ Sree Narayana Guru’s core message - One Caste, One Religion, One 
God for Man - affirmed universal human equality and spiritual unity.

	♦ Guru redefined renunciation (sannyasa) as inner detachment from ego, 
desire, and prejudice, not physical withdrawal from society.

	♦ For Guru, true life means active participation in the world with compassion, 
purpose, and awareness of oneness.

	♦ His Applied Advaita transformed non-dual philosophy into a practical 
method for eradicating caste and social inequality.

	♦  Education, moral refinement, and self-realization were seen as essential 
components of a meaningful life.

	♦ The synthesis of life and renunciation formed the cornerstone of his 
teaching to live fully yet remain unattached.

	♦ Guru’s reform activities, such as temple consecrations and establishment 
of schools, embodied his principle of spirituality in action.

	♦ His philosophy connects with the Bhagavad Gita’s Nishkama Karma, 
Buddhist Anasakti, and the Stoic ideal of detached duty.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Who proclaimed the universal message “One Caste, One Religion, 
One God for Man”?

2.	 Which term best describes Guru’s reinterpretation of Advaita Vedanta 
in practical and social terms?

3.	 Guru consecrated his first temple at which place in 1888, breaking 
caste restrictions?

4.	  According to Guru, true renunciation means inner __________ rather 
than withdrawal from life.

5.	 The philosophical foundation of Guru’s thought is rooted in which 
school of Vedanta?

6.	  Which organization was inspired by Guru to promote education and 
social uplift among the oppressed?

Answers

1)	 Sree Narayana Guru 

2)	 Applied Advaita

3)	 Aruvippuram

4)	 Detachment

5)	 Advaita

6)	 SNDP Yogam

Assignments

1.	 Explain Sree Narayana Guru’s reinterpretation of renunciation and 
discuss how it differs from traditional Advaitic monastic ideals.
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2.	 Discuss the synthesis of life and renunciation in Guru’s philosophy. 
How does this integration reflect the essence of Applied Advaita?

3.	 Evaluate the social and ethical implications of Guru’s teaching “One 
Caste, One Religion, One God for Man.”

4.	 Examine the contemporary relevance of Guru’s concept of inner detach-
ment in addressing modern challenges such as materialism, inequality, 
and communalism.
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Action and 
Freedom
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The Cause of Delusion and 
Grief- Understanding the 
Elusive Nature of the Self 

(Verse 4)

Learning Outcomes

After completing this unit, learner s will be able to:

	♦ understand the main ideas of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad and its message of 
seeing the divine in all.

	♦ explain the meaning of the fourth mantra and its description of the Self 
in paradoxical terms.

	♦ describe how delusion and grief arise from ignorance of the true Self.

	♦ distinguish between Śaṅkara’s and Sri Aurobindo’s interpretations of 
the Self.

	♦ recognise how the Self is both unmoving and the source of all movement.

	♦ relate the Upaniṣadic teaching to modern life and the psychological 
causes of grief.

	♦ apply the message of detachment and awareness of the divine Self in 
daily actions and challenges.

Prerequisites

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is a sacred text that teaches how to see the divine presence 
in everything around us. It tells us that God, or Īśa, lives in all beings and all things. 
When we forget this truth and think that we are separate or that the world belongs to 
us, we fall into confusion and sorrow. The Upaniṣad guides us to live with awareness 
and inner balance - to act in the world without selfishness or attachment. Here, the 
focus is on the fourth verse of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, which speaks to the nature of 
the Self (Ātman). The verse describes the Self in beautiful and puzzling ways - it 
does not move, yet it is faster than the mind. Great teachers like Śaṅkara and Sri 
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Discussion

Keywords
Īśa, Self, Delusion, Grief, Renunciation and Action, Knowledge and Ignorance, 

Transcendence and Immanence, Paradoxical Description, Timeless Consciousness, 
Non-duality, Nishkāma Karma.

3.1.1 Introduction to the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is one of the most 

widely studied Upaniṣads, partly because 
of its brevity and partly because of its 
philosophical richness. Its opening mantra 
proclaims that the entire universe is pervaded 
by the Lord (Īśa). This declaration sets the 
tone: delusion arises when we fail to see the 
divine presence in all, and grief occurs when 
we cling to what we believe to be ours. The 
central concern of the text is the relation 
between renunciation and action, between 
knowledge and ignorance, and between the 
eternal Self and the transient world. It neither 
advocates complete renunciation of the world 
nor mere indulgence in it. Instead, it teaches 
a higher way: live fully, act responsibly, but 
without attachment, recognising the divine 
pervasiveness.

In this framework, the fourth mantra 
describes the Self in paradoxical terms. It 
reveals the elusive essence of the Self, which 
cannot be captured by thought or sense. 
By recognising this nature of the Self, one 
escapes delusion and grief.

3.1.2 The Fourth Mantra
+xÉäVÉnäEòÆ ̈ ÉxÉºÉÉä VÉ´ÉÒªÉÉä xÉèxÉnÂ nä́ ÉÉ& +É{xÉÙ́ Éx {ÉÚ́ ÉÇ̈ ÉÉ¹ÉÇi *

iÉrÉ´ÉiÉÉä%xªÉÉxÉiªÉäÊiÉ ÊiÉ¹`i iÉÊº¨ÉzÉ{ÉÉä ̈ ÉÉiÉÊ®¶´ÉÉ nvÉÉÊiÉ **

3.1.2.1 Sreenarayana Guru’s 
Malayalam Translation

 
C-f-I‑m-t‑X-I-a‑m-t‑b-ä‑w 
P‑n-X-a‑m-\-k-t‑h-K-a‑m-b‑v 
a‑p-¶‑n-e‑m-a-X‑n-s‑e-¯‑m-s‑X 
\‑n-¶‑p-t‑]‑m-b‑n-{‑µ‑n-b‑m-h-e‑n 

A-X‑p \‑nÂ-¡‑p-¶‑p t‑]‑m-I‑p-¶‑n þ
t‑X‑m-S‑p-a-\‑y-¯‑n-\-¸‑p-d‑w 
A-X‑n³ {‑]‑m-W-k‑v-]-µ-\-¯‑n þ
¶-[‑o-\‑w kÀ-Æ-IÀ-½-h‑p‑w 
                 (C‑u-i‑m-h‑m-t‑k‑y‑m-]-\‑n-j-Z‑v 
þ-h‑n-hÀ-¯-\‑w þ-{‑i‑o-\‑m-c‑m-b-W K‑p-c‑p-þ
                    ]-Z‑y-§Ä þ4 & 5)

3.1.2.2 Translation by Sri 
Aurobindo

“Unmoving, it is one, swifter than the 
mind. The gods cannot overtake it, for it 
travels ever in front. Standing, it outstrips 
those who run. In it, the Master of Life 
establishes the waters.”

3.1.3 Meaning of the Verse
The mantra is a description of the Self in 

paradoxes. The Self is unmoving (anejad), 
one without a second (ekam), yet swifter 
than the mind (manaso javīyaḥ). The senses 

Aurobindo have explained this verse to help us understand that the Self is both still 
and active, both beyond the world and within it. Learning this helps us overcome 
ignorance, delusion, and grief, leading to peace and self-realisation.
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(devāḥ), which symbolise the faculties of 
perception, cannot overtake it. Even as 
everything moves, the Self remains standing, 
yet always ahead. The paradox points to the 
Self’s transcendence and immanence. It is 
beyond motion, yet makes motion possible. It 
is beyond perception, yet sustains perception. 
The senses cannot grasp it, yet it is their 
very ground.

Sri Aurobindo interprets this to mean 
that the Self is both static and dynamic. It 
is the immutable reality that supports the 
mutable world. It is elusive because it cannot 
be captured as an object of knowledge; it 
is the very subject, the consciousness that 
enables all knowing. Delusion arises when 
the Self is sought in external things, and grief 
arises when these perish. The realisation 
that the Self is beyond movement, beyond 
loss, dissolves grief.

3.1.3.1 Śaṅkara’s Commentary 
on Verse 4

Śaṅkara, the Advaita philosopher, interprets 
this verse to highlight the transcendence of 
the Self. For him, the Self is immovable and 
immutable. It is never touched by change, 
never grasped by the senses, never overtaken 
by the mind. It is beyond time, space, and 
causation. The apparent movement of the 
Self is only an illusion created by ignorance. 
Śaṅkara explains that the phrase “swifter than 
the mind” does not mean literal motion but 
indicates that the Self is before all mental 
operations. The mind moves in time, but 
the Self is timeless. Even as the mind tries 
to know, the Self is already the ground of 
knowing. Thus, for Śaṅkara, the mantra 
emphasises the absolute immutability of 
the Self, and the paradoxical language is 
meant to negate all attributes. In this view, 
delusion arises from attributing motion, 
change, or plurality to the Self. Grief arises 
from attachment to what changes. Liberation 
is the recognition that the Self is unchanging, 
ever free, and untouched by the world.

3.1.3.2 Sri Aurobindo’s 
Interpretation

Sri Aurobindo, while respecting the 
Advaitic interpretation, gives a more 
integral reading. For him, the Self is not 
only static but also dynamic. The Upaniṣadic 
language of paradox is not merely negative 
(to deny attributes) but also affirmative: it 
reveals that the Self is both transcendent 
and immanent. Aurobindo emphasises 
that the Self is the basis of all movement. 
To say that it is “swifter than the mind” 
means that it is the origin of thought, the 
force behind life, the ground of perception. 
It is unmoving because it is eternal, but it 
manifests as movement in the universe. This 
integral view allows one to reconcile life 
and spirituality. According to Aurobindo, 
delusion arises when one sees only one side- 
either the immobile Self divorced from the 
world, or the dynamic world divorced from 
the Self. Grief occurs when one identifies 
with the transient movements and forgets 
the eternal ground. True realisation is to 
see the immobile Self in all movement and 
the dynamic force as the expression of the 
eternal Self.

3.1.3.3 Comparative Insights 
from Other Upaniṣads

The description of the Self in paradoxical 
terms occurs in several other Upaniṣads. The 
Kena Upaniṣad says: “It is known to him 
to whom it is unknown; he does not know 
to whom it is known.” This points to the 
elusiveness of the Self- it cannot be an object 
of ordinary knowledge. The Kaṭha Upaniṣad 
similarly describes the Self as “smaller than 
the smallest, greater than the greatest, seated 
in the heart of all beings.” It is near and far, 
moving and unmoving. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
verse 4 thus echoes a central Upaniṣadic 
theme: the Self transcends dualities, and 
only by transcending conceptual categories 
can one realise it. These parallels reinforce 
the message that grief arises when the mind 
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tries to grasp the Self as an object. Delusion 
persists because the Self is misidentified with 
the body or the mind. Realisation dissolves 
grief by revealing that the Self is beyond 
all categories.

3.1.4 Delusion and Grief in 
Light of Verse 4

Delusion arises when the individual thinks, 
“I am the body, I am the mind, I am the doer.” 
The mantra shatters this by pointing to the 
unmoving Self, yet the source of all motion. 
Grief arises when what is identified as the 
self-body, possessions, relationships- changes 
or disappears. But the true Self is never 
lost. Śaṅkara’s emphasis on immutability 
shows that grief is baseless: the Self never 
suffers. Aurobindo’s emphasis on integrality 
shows that life itself can be divinised: grief 
vanishes when one sees all movement as the 
play of the Self. Both readings converge on 
the same point: ignorance of the Self causes 
grief; realisation of the Self dissolves it.

3.1.5 Psychological and 
Modern Relevance

From a modern psychological perspective, 
grief is the natural response to loss, and 
delusion can be understood as misperception 
or distorted cognition. The Upaniṣadic insight 
complements psychology by pointing to a 
deeper root: grief persists because identity 
is placed in what is impermanent. In a 
consumerist society, identity is often tied to 
possessions, status, or achievements. When 
these are threatened, grief and anxiety arise. 
Verse 4 reminds us that the true Self is beyond 
possessions, beyond success and failure. It 
is unmoving, eternal, and the basis of all. 
Recognising this can provide resilience and 
peace in the face of loss. For students, this 
teaching is especially relevant. Academic 
life, career, and social pressures often 
produce stress and grief. By internalising 
the Upaniṣadic vision, one can engage fully 
in action while remaining anchored in the 

eternal Self. This provides a stable ground 
for life amidst change.

3.1.6 The Philosophical 
Aspect.
The philosophical brilliance of verse 4 

lies in its paradoxical language. It refuses 
to let the seeker grasp the Self in concep-
tual terms. Instead, it pushes the mind to 
its limits, forcing it to recognise its own 
inadequacy. This prepares the way for direct 
realisation. For academic discussion, several 
points arise. Does the paradoxical description 
imply contradiction, or does it point to a 
higher unity? How do Śaṅkara and Aurobindo 
differ in their emphasis, and what are the 
implications of each for spiritual practice? 
Can the Upaniṣadic teaching be reconciled 
with modern psychology’s account of grief? 
These questions encourage critical engage-
ment with the text.

3.1.7 Conclusion
The fourth mantra of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 

provides a profound insight into the cause 
of delusion and grief. By describing the 
Self as unmoving yet swifter than the mind, 
beyond perception yet the ground of percep-
tion, the Upaniṣad reveals its elusive nature. 
Delusion arises from misidentification with 
what moves; grief arises when what moves 
perishes. Liberation comes from realising 
the unmoving, eternal Self that sustains all. 
Śaṅkara emphasises immutability, while 
Sri Aurobindo emphasises integrality. Both 
converge on the essential truth: the Self is 
beyond loss, beyond sorrow, beyond change. 
This realisation is not merely theoretical but 
transformative, offering a way to live in the 
world without bondage, to act without grief, 
and to recognise the divine presence in all.
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Recap

	♦ The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad teaches that the Divine (Īśa) pervades everything 
in the universe.

	♦ Delusion arises when we fail to see the divine presence in all beings 
and cling to possessions.

	♦ The fourth mantra describes the Self as unmoving yet faster than the 
mind, beyond sense perception, yet the source of all movement.

	♦ Śaṅkara explains that the Self is changeless, timeless, and untouched 
by the world; ignorance of this truth causes delusion and grief.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo interprets the Self as both silent and active- unmoving 
in essence yet dynamic in expression.

	♦ The verse teaches that realising the Self ends sorrow and brings inner 
peace.

	♦ Other Upaniṣads like Kena and Kaṭha also use paradoxes to describe 
the Self’s transcendence and immanence.

	♦ From a psychological view, grief arises when identity is tied to changing 
things; wisdom brings detachment and calm.

	♦ The verse shows that true knowledge is realising the eternal Self that 
supports all life and movement.

Objective Questions

1.	 The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to which Veda?

2.	 How many mantras are there in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

3.	 The fourth mantra of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad describes the Self in what 
manner?

4.	 According to the Upaniṣads, what is the fundamental cause of bondage?

5.	 What are the two main human conditions discussed in Verse 4?

6.	 What does the term Ātman mean?
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7.	 What does Brahman refer to in the Upaniṣadic context?

8.	 What is Māyā?

9.	 What is the paradox stated in Verse 4 about the Self?

10.	What causes grief according to the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

11.	According to the Upaniṣads, what dissolves grief?

12.	What happens when the Self is mistaken for the body or mind?

13.	What is the philosophical purpose of paradox in Verse 4?

Answers

1.	 Śukla Yajurveda   

2.	 Eighteen  

3.	 In paradoxical terms  

4.	 Avidyā (ignorance)   

5.	 Delusion (moha) and grief (śoka)  

6.	 The inner Self, eternal and unchanging  

7.	 The ultimate reality beyond attributes   

8.	 The principle of illusion: making the unreal appear real   

9.	 It is unmoving yet swifter than the mind   

10.	Misidentification with what changes or perishes  

11.	Knowledge of the true Self   

12.	Delusion and grief   

13.	To lead the seeker beyond conceptual limitations toward direct realisation

66 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



Assignments

1.	 Explain the paradoxical description of the Self in the fourth mantra of 
the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad. How does this description help in understanding 
the cause of delusion and grief?

2.	 Compare and contrast Śaṅkara’s and Sri Aurobindo’s interpretations 
of the Self as presented in Verse 4. What are the philosophical and 
practical implications of each interpretation?

3.	 Discuss the modern psychological relevance of the Upaniṣadic view of 
grief. How can the teachings of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad help individuals 
manage loss, anxiety, and attachment in contemporary life?
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The Means of Knowing 
the Self

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the key philosophical ideas in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad concerning 
the knowledge of the Self.

	♦ understand the Upanishadic methodology of Self-realisation through 
Vidya and Avidya.

	♦ examine Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of the text in the light of his 
integral philosophy.

	♦ critically evaluate the relationship between knowledge, action, and 
realisation as presented in the Upanishad.

	♦ apply these philosophical insights to broader metaphysical and ethical 
questions in Indian thought.

Īśāvāsyopaniṣad explore profound questions about life, reality, and the nature of 
the Self. It teaches that the entire universe is pervaded by the divine and that true 
wisdom lies in recognising this unity. The concept of Ātman - the inner Self - is 
central to this vision. It explains that Ātman is one with Brahman, the universal 
spirit, and realising this truth leads to inner freedom and peace. Here, critical phil-
osophical ideas such as Māyā (illusion), Avidyā (ignorance), Vidya (knowledge), 
Karma (action), and Moksha (liberation) are discussed, which help in understand-
ing human existence and spiritual growth. Different schools of thought, such as 
Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita, and Dvaita, interpret the Self in various ways. Among these, 
Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation stands out for uniting the spiritual and the material 
dimensions of life, showing how the divine presence exists both within the world 
and beyond it.
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Discussion

Keywords
Īśa, Ātman, Brahman, Vidyā, Avidyā, Karma, Mokṣa, Māyā, Immanence and 

Transcendence, Purusha, Prakriti, Līlā, Amṛtatva, Inner Illumination, Dhyāna, Ātma-jñāna, 

3.2.1 Introduction
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, one of the 

shortest yet most profound of the principal 
Upanishads, consists of only eighteen 
mantras. Despite its brevity, it is a text of 
immense depth and spiritual significance. 
It serves as a philosophical bridge between 
the ritualistic karma-kāṇḍa of the Vedas 
and the contemplative jñāna-kāṇḍa of the 
Upanishads. The central theme of the text 
is the vision of the Divine as immanent 
in all existence- “Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam 
yat kiñca jagatyām jagat”- and the means 
of realising this truth through a balanced 
understanding of knowledge and action.

The Upanishad opens with the declaration 
that the entire universe is pervaded by 
the Lord (Īśa), and therefore, one should 
enjoy life by renouncing attachment. This 
paradoxical teaching- “renunciation and 
enjoyment”- points to the spiritual wisdom 
that liberation comes not from rejecting the 
world but from perceiving the divine presence 
within it. Knowing the Self, in this context, 
is knowing the world as divine manifestation. 
Sri Aurobindo regards the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
as “the Upanishad of integral knowledge.” It 
does not reject life as an illusion but insists 
on the realisation of the Divine both within 
and without. The means of knowing the 
Self, therefore, involves harmonising the 
spiritual and material aspects of existence.

3.2.2 Textual Context
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to the Śukla 

Yajurveda and is sometimes considered as 

its concluding chapter. It is unique among 
the Upanishads in combining metaphysical 
insight with ethical and practical instructions. 
The word “Īśāvāsya” literally means 
“enveloped by the Lord,” signifying that 
the Divine Reality pervades all things.

The Upanishad deals with several 
interconnected themes:

The all-pervasiveness of the Self (Ātman),

The relationship between knowledge 
(Vidya) and ignorance (Avidya),

The reconciliation between renunciation 
(Tyāga) and action (Karma), and

The realisation of unity amidst multiplicity.

The central concern of this Upanishad 
is epistemological as well as ontological: 
How can one know the Self, which is 
beyond sensory perception and intellectual 
reasoning? The text proposes a holistic 
vision of knowledge that integrates Vidya 
(spiritual knowledge) and Avidya (worldly 
or empirical knowledge), showing that both 
are necessary for the complete realisation 
of the Self.

3.2.3 Section I: The Nature 
of the Self (Ātman) in 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad

The Upanishad proclaims that the Self 
is the essence of all existence. It is infinite, 
immutable, and omnipresent. The first 
mantra- 

“Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam yat kiñca 
jagatyām jagat”-declares that everything in 
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the world, animate or inanimate, is enveloped 
by the Lord.

According to Sri Aurobindo, this opening 
mantra encapsulates the whole of Vedantic 
philosophy. The Self is not a remote, 
transcendent entity apart from the world; 
rather, it is the indwelling divine reality that 
animates the entire cosmos. He writes in 
The Life Divine that “the Upanishad starts 
from the truth of the Divine as the immanent 
Reality in all that exists. The universe is not 
a delusion but a manifestation of the Divine 
Being.” Aurobindo’s interpretation diverges 
from the purely transcendental reading of 
Advaita Vedānta, which tends to see the 
world as Māyā. For him, the Īśa is both 
immanent and transcendent. Knowing the 
Self, therefore, does not mean escaping from 
the world but realising the unity of Spirit 
and Matter.

The Self (Ātman) is characterised as 
beyond motion and yet the mover of all. 
Mantra 5 states:

“Tad ejati tan naijati, tad dūre tad antike.”

“It moves, it moves not; it is far, it is near.”

This paradoxical expression signifies the 
dynamic and static aspects of the Self- an 
idea Aurobindo calls “the dual poise of the 
Reality.” The Self transcends all opposites; it 
is the still centre within the cosmic movement.

3.2.3.1 Philosophical 
Implications

The knowledge of the Self (Ātman-
jñāna) is not conceptual but experiential. 
It is an intuitive realisation attained through 
inner purification, meditation, and the 
harmonisation of knowledge and works. 
The Upanishad suggests that the seeker must 
overcome ignorance (Avidyā), which causes 
the illusion of separateness, and awaken to the 
truth that “All this is the Self.” For Aurobindo, 
this realisation is integral- it includes both 

the inner illumination of consciousness and 
the transformation of life. In The Synthesis 
of Yoga, he writes, “To know the Self is to 
know the Divine not only in its immobile 
silence but in its dynamic action.” Thus, 
knowledge of the Self is not mere withdrawal 
into transcendence but a spiritual participation 
in the divine play (Līlā) of the universe.

3.2.4 Section II: The Role 
of Vidyā and Avidyā

Mantras 9–11 of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
address the relation between Vidyā 
(knowledge) and Avidyā (ignorance). The 
text states:

“Andham tama: pravishanti ye’vidyām 
upāsate;

tato bhūya iva te tamo ya u vidyāyām 
ratāḥ.”

(He who follows after Avidya enters into 
blinding darkness; but he who delights in 
Vidya enters into greater darkness.)

At first glance, this appears contradictory. 
Why should knowledge lead to greater 
darkness? The Upanishad resolves this 
by suggesting that both Vidyā and Avidyā 
have their respective places in the spiritual 
journey. A complete knowledge of the Self 
arises only when these two are integrated.

Sri Aurobindo interprets this as the 
synthesis of the spiritual and the material. 
Avidyā refers to knowledge of the phenomenal 
world- science, action, and empirical 
existence. Vidyā refers to knowledge of 
the Spirit, the eternal Self. The seeker 
must not reject one for the other but must 
reconcile them in a higher unity. In The 
Life Divine, Aurobindo writes, “The two 
are complementary; Avidyā leads to Vidyā 
when rightly used, and Vidyā completes 
Avidyā by giving it the truth of its being.” 
The means of knowing the Self thus involves 
transcending the duality of the known and 
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the knower by integrating both planes of 
understanding.

3.2.5 Section III: The 
Method of Self-Realisation

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad presents a path 
that harmonises knowledge (jñāna) and 
action (karma) rather than opposing them. 
The text insists that true realisation arises 
not through mere renunciation of life, but 
through right understanding of the Divine 
presence within life.

Mantra 2 says:

“Kurvann eveha karmāṇi jijīviṣec chatam 
samāḥ;

evaṁ tvayi nānyatheto’sti na karma lipyate 
nare.”

(Doing verily works in this world, one 
should wish to live a hundred years; thus, 
it is with thee and not otherwise; action 
cleaves not to a man.)

This mantra advocates performing karma, 
not as a binding activity, but as a means 
of self-purification and liberation when 
performed with detachment. The key lies 
in realising that one’s actions are offerings 
to the Divine Self present in all.

3.2.5.1 Sri Aurobindo’s 
Interpretation

Sri Aurobindo views this as the foundation 
of Karma Yoga. For him, the Upanishad 
does not advise withdrawal from the world, 
but rather the transformation of life into a 
conscious expression of the Divine Will. 
He writes in Essays on the Gita:

“The Upanishad declares that renunciation 
is not the renunciation of works, but the 
renunciation of desire in works.”

In The Life Divine, he further elaborates 
that human life becomes divine when we 
see action as the movement of the Self in 

manifestation. Therefore, the method of 
knowing the Self involves not the negation 
of the world but the realisation of the Divine 
as the secret actor behind all works.

3.2.5.2 Philosophical Synthesis

The Upanishadic path thus moves 
beyond dualistic conceptions of knowledge 
and action. The Self is realised when the 
individual acts without egoistic attachment, 
perceiving all activity as a manifestation 
of the Divine Consciousness. Knowledge 
without action becomes sterile contemplation, 
while action without knowledge becomes 
blind activity. The harmony of both leads 
to integral realisation.

Aurobindo calls this harmony Integral 
Knowledge, in which the static and dynamic 
aspects of the Divine are reconciled. He 
writes:

“To know the Divine integrally is to 
know Him as the Self and the Lord, as 
the transcendent Being and the immanent 
Power.”

(The Synthesis of Yoga, Part II)

In this way, the means of knowing the Self 
are not confined to intellectual speculation 
or ascetic withdrawal but involve an active, 
dynamic participation in the Divine reality 
of existence.

3.2.6 Section IV: 
Renunciation (Tyāga) and 
Enjoyment (Bhoga)

The paradox of renunciation and enjoyment 
lies at the very heart of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad. 
The first mantra declares:

“Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam yat kiñca 
jagatyām jagat;

tena tyaktena bhuñjīthā mā gṛdhaḥ kasya 
svid dhanam.”

(All this- whatever moves in this moving 
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world- should be enveloped by the Lord. 
Enjoy through renunciation; covet not any 
man’s wealth.)

This statement is often seen as paradoxical: 
how can one enjoy through renunciation? 
The Upanishad resolves this paradox by 
suggesting that true enjoyment is possible 
only when one realises the Divine presence 
in all things and transcends egoistic desire. 
Renunciation (tyāga) does not mean rejection 
of life but freedom from attachment.

3.2.6.1 Aurobindo’s 
Perspective

Sri Aurobindo interprets this mantra as 
a call to divine life in the world. He writes 
in The Life Divine:

“Renunciation is the condition of 
enjoyment because only when desire and 
ego are renounced can the soul possess the 
world in God and God in the world.”

For Aurobindo, bhoga (enjoyment) and 
tyāga (renunciation) are not contradictory 
but complementary. The Divine Self enjoys 
its own manifestation; the individual who 
has realised the Self participates in this 
divine enjoyment without attachment. It is 
possession in detachment- a state of inner 
freedom amid outward activity. Thus, the 
means of knowing the Self include purifying 
desire and transforming enjoyment. When 
one perceives the Divine in all things, life 
itself becomes sacred and every experience 
becomes a mode of divine delight (ānanda).

3.2.6.2 Spiritual Significance

Renunciation is therefore not external 
withdrawal but internal surrender. The seeker 
is called to renounce the ego, not the world. 
Aurobindo calls this “surrender of the ego 
to the Divine Self within.” Through this 
surrender, knowledge dawns naturally, for the 
Self reveals itself only when the instruments 
of ignorance- ego, desire, and attachment- are 

silenced. This teaching harmonises the paths 
of Jñāna (knowledge), Karma (action), and 
Bhakti (devotion). Renunciation becomes 
the unifying principle through which the 
Divine is known and lived.

3.2.7 Section V: The 
Twofold Knowledge 
– Vidyā and Avidyā 
Revisited

Returning to the mantras 9–11, we see 
that the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad proposes a double 
movement of knowledge. It says:

“Vidyāṁ cāvidyāṁ ca yas tad vedobhayam 
saha;

avidyayā mṛtyuṁ tīrtvā vidyayāmṛtam 
aśnute.”

(He who knows both Vidya and Avidya 
together, by Avidya crosses over death, by 
Vidya attains immortality.)

This verse encapsulates one of the most 
profound insights in Vedantic thought. It 
recognises that both worldly knowledge 
and spiritual knowledge are necessary for 
the fullness of human realisation.

3.2.7.1 Interpretative Meaning

Avidyā represents the knowledge of 
the phenomenal world, which enables one 
to act effectively in it. It is necessary to 
sustain human life and evolution. Vidyā 
is the knowledge of the Self, which leads 
to immortality (amṛtatva). The Upanishad 
teaches that one must not cling to either 
exclusively; the integration of both leads 
to perfection. Aurobindo interprets this 
as a spiritual evolution of consciousness. 
Humanity progresses through Avidyā, 
developing the mind, life, and body; yet it 
must rise into Vidyā, the higher supramental 
knowledge, to fulfill its divine destiny. He 
writes:

 “It is through the knowledge of the world 
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that we prepare for the knowledge of the 
Self; it is through the knowledge of the Self 
that we perfect the knowledge of the world.”

(The Life Divine)

The means of knowing the Self, therefore, 
involve a dialectical process- moving from 
ignorance to knowledge, from multiplicity 
to unity, from partial awareness to integral 
consciousness. The seeker must learn to 
perceive the One in the many and the many 
in the One.

3.2.7.2 Epistemological 
Implication

From an epistemological standpoint, the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad suggests that knowledge 
of the Self cannot be achieved through 
negation alone. The world is not to be 
dismissed as illusion but to be understood 
as manifestation. The seeker transcends 
ignorance not by rejecting the world but 
by realising its divine essence. Thus, Avidyā 
becomes the instrument of transcendence 
when illuminated by Vidyā. Aurobindo’s 
philosophy of Integral Advaita echoes 
this Upanishadic insight: knowledge must 
embrace both the transcendent and the 
immanent, the Spirit and its manifestation. 
The integration of Vidyā and Avidyā is the 
hallmark of complete spiritual realisation.

3.2.8 Section VI: The Unity 
of Knowledge and Action

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad emphasises that 
true knowledge does not negate action 
but perfects it. Action without knowledge 
binds; knowledge without action isolates. 
The synthesis of both leads to liberation.

In mantra 8, the Self is described as:

“Sa paryagāc chukram akāyam avraṇam 
asnāviram śuddham apāpaviddham.”

(It is all-pervading, luminous, bodiless, 
pure, unpierced by evil.)

The realised person perceives this Self 
in all beings and acts from this vision. His 
actions are no longer motivated by personal 
desire but by the will of the Divine within. 
Such action is niṣkāma karma- action without 
attachment. Aurobindo explains this state as 
“divine works.” In The Synthesis of Yoga, 
he writes:

“When the Divine is known as the doer 
of all works, action becomes the movement 
of the Divine in the soul.”

The Upanishadic ideal thus has profound 
ethical implications. To know the Self is to 
see oneself in all beings and all beings in 
oneself. This vision dissolves selfishness 
and becomes the foundation of universal 
love, compassion, and selfless service. The 
knower of the Self cannot harm or hate, for 
he perceives no other.

Practically, the seeker is advised to 
cultivate detachment, mindfulness, and 
surrender. Meditation (dhyāna), self-inquiry 
(ātma-vicāra), and dedicated action (karma-
yoga) become complementary means. The 
intellect is purified by study and reflection; 
the heart by devotion; and the will by 
selfless service. Together, they prepare the 
consciousness for the direct realisation of 
the Self.

3.2.9 Section VII: The 
Transcendent and the 
Immanent Self

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad presents a vision of 
the Divine that transcends and yet pervades 
all existence. The Self (Ātman) is both 
beyond creation and within creation, both 
the mover and the unmoving, both distant 
and near. This dual aspect is beautifully 
expressed in Mantra 5:

“Tad ejati tan naijati; tad dūre tad antike;

tad antar asya sarvasya, tad u sarvasyāsya 
bāhyataḥ.”
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(It moves, yet it moves not; it is far, yet it 
is near; it is within all this, and it is outside 
all this.)

3.2.9.1 Philosophical 
Interpretation

This verse captures the essence of the 
Vedāntic paradox- the Reality that transcends 
all opposites. The Self is the eternal, 
unmoving ground of being (sat), and yet it 
manifests dynamically as the universe. This 
teaching reconciles transcendence (the Self 
beyond) and immanence (the Self within). 
In Aurobindo’s terms, this is the harmony 
between Purusha (the conscious Being) and 
Prakriti (the dynamic Nature). The seeker 
who realises this unity experiences the world 
as the play (līlā) of the Divine Consciousness. 
For him, there is no contradiction between 
the spiritual and the material, for both are 
expressions of the same Supreme Reality.

3.2.9.2 Aurobindo’s Vision

Sri Aurobindo interprets this mantra as 
a statement of integral monism. In The Life 
Divine, he writes:

“The Īśa is not only the transcendent 
Absolute but also the immanent Lord; He 
is at once beyond the world and manifest 
in it, the still foundation and the moving 
power.”

This integral vision forms the basis of 
Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga. Knowing the 
Self means realising the Divine in both the 
silence of transcendence and the movement 
of life. The seeker, therefore, must expand 
consciousness to include both dimensions- 
the eternal and the temporal, the unmanifest 
and the manifest.

In practice, this realisation demands an 
inner shift in consciousness. The seeker 
learns to perceive the world not as a field 
of bondage but as a manifestation of the 
Divine. Through meditative awareness, he 

experiences the stillness of the Self amidst 
the flux of life. This is the beginning of 
Self-knowledge in the Upanishadic sense- 
seeing the One in the many and the many 
in the One.

3.2.10 Section VIII: The 
Role of Meditation and 
Inner Illumination

The Upanishad, while brief, presupposes 
the practice of inner contemplation as 
the primary means of realising the Self. 
Knowledge of the Self cannot be attained 
through intellectual reasoning alone; it 
requires direct insight (aparokṣa jñāna). 
Meditation (dhyāna) becomes the means 
through which this insight dawns.

3.2.10.1 The Inner Vision

The Self cannot be grasped by the senses 
or the ordinary mind. It reveals itself to 
purified consciousness. Mantra 4 declares:

“Anejad ekam manasā javīyaḥ.”

(The One, unmoving, swifter than the 
mind.)

This statement implies that the Self 
transcends mental activity. The mind must 
become silent for the higher knowledge to 
emerge. Aurobindo calls this silence the 
quietude of the psychic being, the state in 
which the divine consciousness can manifest.

3.2.10.2 Aurobindo on 
Meditation

Sri Aurobindo emphasises meditation 
not as withdrawal but as integration. In The 
Synthesis of Yoga, he writes:

  “Meditation is not the escape from 
life but the means of bringing the higher 
consciousness into life.”

He interprets Upanishadic meditation as a 
progressive deepening of awareness- moving 
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from the surface mind to the inner self, from 
ego to spirit. This movement culminates in 
the realisation of the Self as the witness, 
the doer, and the enjoyer of all existence.

3.2.10.3 Stages of Inner 
Illumination

1.	 Intellectual Understanding: The seeker 
first understands through study (śravaṇa) 
the nature of the Self as taught by the 
scriptures.

2.	 Reflection: Through reasoning (manana), 
he clarifies doubts and assimilates the 
teaching.

3.	 Meditative Realisation: Through deep 
meditation (nididhyāsana), the truth 
becomes a direct, living experience.

This threefold process- hearing, reflection, 
and meditation- constitutes the Upanishadic 
method of Self-realisation. Aurobindo 
extends this process into an integral discipline 
that includes not only meditation but also 
work, devotion, and surrender.

3.2.11 Section IX: 
Immortality (Amṛtatva) 
and the Knowledge of the 
Self

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad declares that the goal 
of human life is amṛtatva- immortality. This 
immortality is not physical perpetuation but 
spiritual realisation- the transcendence of 
death through the realisation of the eternal 
Self.

Mantra 11 proclaims:

“Avidyayā mṛtyuṁ tīrtvā vidyayāmṛtam 
aśnute.”

(By Avidyā one crosses over death; by 
Vidyā one attains immortality.)

3.2.11.1 Meaning of 
Immortality

Immortality here means freedom from 
identification with the transient body and 
mind. When the seeker realises the Self as 
unborn, undying, and eternal, he transcends 
death. He sees himself not as the perishable 
individual but as the immortal consciousness 
that pervades all. Aurobindo interprets this as 
spiritual transformation. In The Life Divine, 
he writes:

“Immortality is the realisation of the 
eternal being in the mutable form, the 
discovery of the deathless in the midst of 
death.”

For him, the goal is not escape into a static 
Nirvana but the transformation of the human 
into the divine- a realisation of immortality 
even in embodied existence. The knower of 
the Self lives eternally in the consciousness 
of the Divine.

3.2.11.2 Death and 
Transcendence

In the Upanishadic vision, death is not the 
end but a process of transition. The one who 
knows the Self perceives no discontinuity 
between life and death. The ego dies, but the 
Self remains. The realisation of this truth is 
liberation (mokṣa). This realisation removes 
the fear of death, which arises from ignorance 
(avidyā). Knowledge of the Self dispels this 
fear, for one recognises that the essence of 
existence is indestructible. As the Kaṭha 
Upaniṣad says, “The Self is not born, nor 
does it die.” The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad echoes 
this eternal truth in its vision of divine unity.

3.2.12 Section X: Matter 
and Spirit - Aurobindo’s 
Synthesis
Aurobindo’s philosophy offers a 

profound commentary on the Upanishadic 
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reconciliation of matter and spirit. For him, 
the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad represents not merely 
metaphysical speculation but a charter for 
divine life on earth. The Upanishadic insight 
that the world is “enveloped by the Lord” 
implies that matter itself is divine in essence. 
Aurobindo writes in The Life Divine:

 “Spirit is the truth of matter; matter is 
the form of spirit.”

This statement reflects the Upanishadic 
teaching that the Divine pervades all things. 
The realisation of the Self thus includes 
the divinization of material life. The seeker 
does not reject the world but transforms it 
through the vision of the Divine within it. The 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad teaches that ignorance lies 
in perceiving division, while knowledge lies 
in perceiving unity. When one perceives all 
beings in the Self and the Self in all beings, 
there arises the highest peace (śānti).

3.2.12.1 Aurobindo’s Integral 
Approach

Aurobindo calls his interpretation Integral 
Advaita, distinguishing it from the world-
negating Advaita of Śaṅkara. In his view, 
the Self is not merely the inactive Absolute 
but the creative, dynamic consciousness that 
manifests as the universe. To know the Self 
is to know this creative power as one’s own 
inner truth. He writes:

 “The Brahman is not only the transcendent 
but the cosmic and the individual; He is 
the One who becomes the Many and yet 
remains One.”

The means of knowing the Self, therefore, 
involve an expansion of consciousness that 
embraces all levels of being. The seeker 
ascends from the egoic self to the universal 
Self, and finally to the transcendent Divine 
beyond all limitation.

3.2.13 Section XI: The Ethics 
of Self-Knowledge

The knowledge of the Self (ātma-jñāna) 
transforms not only consciousness but also 
conduct. The Upanishad teaches that when 
one perceives the Self in all beings, ethi-
cal behaviour arises spontaneously. This is 
beautifully expressed in the famous verse:

“Yas tu sarvāṇi bhūtāny ātmany 
evānupaśyati,

sarva-bhūteṣu cātmānaṁ tato na 
vijugupsate.”

(He who sees all beings in his own Self 
and the Self in all beings, he never turns 
away from it.)

3.2.13.1 Ethical Implications

The knower of the Self perceives unity 
behind diversity. He cannot harm or hate, 
for he sees himself in all. Compassion, tol-
erance, and love become natural expressions 
of this realisation. Thus, the highest ethics 
flow from metaphysical insight. Aurobindo 
affirms this in The Human Cycle:

“The spiritual man sees himself in others; 
therefore, he acts not by rule but by sponta-
neous unity of will with the Divine in all.”

This Upanishadic ethics transcends 
external morality. It is not based on social 
convention but on direct perception of unity. 
The realised person acts with spontaneous 
goodness, guided by divine consciousness 
rather than moral compulsion. Such a vision 
has profound social implications. It forms 
the foundation of universal brotherhood and 
peace. The Upanishadic seer recognises the 
divine essence in every being- human, animal, 
or nature. This realisation forms the ethical 
core of sanātana dharma- the eternal order.

Aurobindo believed that the future evolu-
tion of humanity depends on this realisation:
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 “The unity of mankind will not come 
by intellectual agreement but by spiritual 
realisation.”

(The Ideal of Human Unity)

Thus, the knowledge of the Self becomes 
the key to individual liberation and collec-
tive harmony.

Recap

	♦ The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad teaches that God (Īśa) is present in everything.

	♦ The world is sacred and should be used with detachment.

	♦ True happiness comes from knowing the Self (Ātman).

	♦ Ātman is one with Brahman, the universal reality.

	♦ Ignorance (Avidyā) causes delusion and grief.

	♦ Knowledge (Vidyā) removes ignorance and leads to peace.

	♦ Life should balance enjoyment and renunciation.

	♦ Karma must be done without selfish desire.

	♦ Self-realisation brings freedom from fear and sorrow.

	♦ The Self moves and yet does not move- it is both dynamic and still.

	♦ All beings are connected through the same divine Self.

	♦ Liberation (Moksha) is living with awareness of unity.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo saw the divine as both within and beyond the world.

	♦ He taught the harmony of matter and spirit.

	♦ Real life is a union of action, knowledge, and devotion.

Objective Questions

1.	 What is the meaning of the term ‘Īśāvāsyam’?

2.	 What does Ātman represent in the Upaniṣads?

3.	 According to the Upaniṣad, what causes delusion and grief?
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Answers

1.	 All this is pervaded by the Lord (Īśa).   

2.	 The true Self or inner essence of all beings  

3.	 Ignorance   

4.	 Knowledge  

5.	 Liberation   

6.	 Sri Aurobindo   

7.	 Spirit and Matter  

8.	 Vidyā and Avidyā   

9.	 They must exist in harmony   

10.	Realising oneness with all beings   

11.	The harmony of knowledge, action, and devotion   

12.	Both within the world and beyond it

4.	 What removes ignorance and leads to peace?

5.	 What is the ultimate goal of life according to the Upaniṣad?

6.	 Who gave the interpretation known as Integral Advaita?

7.	 According to Sri Aurobindo, what are united in Divine Life?

8.	 Which two types of knowledge are discussed in the Upaniṣad?

9.	 What does the Upaniṣad teach about enjoyment and renunciation?

10.	What is the path to true happiness?

11.	What does Sri Aurobindo’s philosophy emphasise?

12.	According to Sri Aurobindo, where is the Divine present?
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Assignments

1.	 Analyse Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad. In what 
way does his idea of Integral Advaita unite spirit and matter?

2.	 Compare the Upaniṣadic idea of knowledge (Vidyā) and ignorance 
(Avidyā) with modern psychological understanding of self-awareness 
and illusion.

3.	 Evaluate Śaṅkara’s interpretation of the fourth mantra of the Īśāvāsyop-
aniṣad. How does his Advaitic view differ from Sri Aurobindo’s integral 
interpretation of the Self?
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Universal Love-Sarvatma 
Bhava (Verse 5)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ understand the meaning of Sarvātma Bhāva as presented in the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad.

	♦ analyse the philosophical significance of Universal Love in Vedantic 
thought.

	♦ examine Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of Verse 5 and its contemporary 
relevance.

	♦ develop a reflective understanding of the ethical implications of Universal 
Love in modern society.

	♦ relate the Upanishadic insight to other global spiritual traditions, empha-
sising unity and compassion.

In the modern world, people face divisions based on religion, caste, nationality, 
and personal interests. Conflicts and misunderstandings often arise from forgetting 
the essential unity that connects all human beings and nature. In such a context, 
the message of oneness found in Indian philosophy becomes deeply meaningful. 
It teaches that true peace and harmony come only when we learn to see beyond 
external differences and recognise the shared essence of life. This understanding 
is beautifully expressed in the idea of Sarvātma Bhāva, which means “the Self in 
all beings.” It reminds us that the same Divine presence lives within everyone and 
everything. This realisation leads to universal love, compassion, and respect for 
all forms of existence. Rooted in the teachings of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, Sarvātma 
Bhāva inspires us to live with kindness and equality, seeing every action as part 
of the Divine whole.
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Discussion

Keywords
Sarvātma Bhāva, Dynamic Stillness, Oneness of Existence, Advaita, Spiritual Realisation, 

Ethical Transformation, Universal Brotherhood, Maitrī, Tawhid

3.3.1 Introduction
The Upanishads stand as the spiritual and 

philosophical foundation of Indian thought. 
Among them, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad holds a 
unique position for its brevity, profundity, 
and universality. This Upanishad, consisting 
of only eighteen verses, encapsulates the 
essence of Vedantic wisdom in concise poetic 
expressions. It opens with the declaration 
that all this universe is enveloped by the 
Lord (Īśa), setting the tone for a worldview 
grounded in unity, divinity, and spiritual 
wholeness. Verse 5 of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is 
particularly significant because it expresses 
the Sarvātma Bhāva – the realisation that 
the Self in all beings is one and the same. 
This realisation leads to universal love, 
compassion, and equality, transcending 
the limitations of ego, caste, creed, and 
difference. This verse serves as a bridge 
between metaphysical knowledge and 
practical ethics. Here, explores the idea 
of Universal Love as expressed through 
Sarvātma Bhāva, its philosophical foundation 
in Vedanta, and its interpretation by Sri 
Aurobindo, one of the foremost modern 
exponents of Integral Yoga and Upanishadic 
philosophy.

3.3.2 Text of the Verse-5
Sanskrit (Devanāgarī Script):

$ iÉnäVÉÊiÉ iÉzÉèVÉÊiÉ iÉqÚ®ä iÉuÊxiÉEòä *

iÉnxiÉ®ºªÉ ºÉ´ÉÇºªÉ iÉnÙ ºÉ´ÉÇºªÉÉºªÉ ¤ÉÉ¼ªÉiÉ& ** 5 **

Transliteration:

Om tadejati tannaíjati taddūre tadvantike;

tadantarasya sarvasya tadu sarvasya āsya 

bāhyatah.

Sreenarayana Guru’s Malayalam 
Translation:
A-X‑p t‑e‑m-e-a-X-t‑e‑m-e‑w
A-X‑p Z‑q-c-a-X-´‑n-I‑w 
A-X‑p kÀ-Æ‑m-´-c-a-X‑p 
kÀ-Æ-¯‑n-¶‑p‑w ]‑p-d-¯‑p-a‑m‑w.
 (C‑u-i‑m-h‑m-t‑k‑y‑m-]-\‑n-j-Z‑v-- þ h‑n-hÀ-¯-\‑w 
þ-{‑i‑o-\‑m-c‑m-b-W K‑p-c‑p þ ]-Z‑y‑w-þ6)

Sri Aurobindo’s English Translation:

“It moves and It moves not; It is far and 
It is near;

It is within all this, and It is outside of 
all this.”

Meaning:

The Supreme Reality (Brahman) is 
both immanent and transcendent. It is the 
unmoving foundation behind all movement, 
the innermost essence within all beings, and 
yet beyond all existence. Recognising this 
universal Self in everything is the essence 
of Sarvātma Bhāva – the realisation that 
the same Self pervades all.

3.3.3 The Philosophical 
Background

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to the Śukla 
Yajurveda and is one of the oldest of the 
major Upaniṣads. The term “Īśa” means 
“Lord” or “Supreme Controller,” and “Vāsya” 
means “pervaded” or “covered.” Thus, the 
Upanishad teaches that the Divine envelops 
everything in the universe. The fifth verse 
takes this metaphysical truth a step further by 
expressing the dynamic stillness of Brahman. 
The paradoxical expression “It moves and 
It moves not” (tadejati tannaíjati) highlights 

82 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



the non-dual nature of Reality. From the 
empirical point of view, the universe is in 
motion; yet, from the ultimate standpoint, 
the Supreme Self remains changeless and 
beyond movement. This teaching leads 
to the realisation that all beings share the 
same essence. The differences we perceive 
are superficial, born of ignorance (avidyā). 
When one attains knowledge (vidyā), the veil 
of separation dissolves, and one perceives 
the same Self everywhere. This realisation 
naturally flowers as Universal Love- the 
recognition that harming another is harming 
oneself.

3.3.4 Sarvātma Bhāva – 
The Vision of Oneness

The concept of Sarvātma Bhāva is central 
to Vedantic realisation. The compound term 
means “the feeling or state of being the Self 
in all.” It is not merely an intellectual belief 
but an existential experience in which one 
directly perceives the unity of all beings. In 
this vision, the boundaries between “I” and 
“you,” “mine” and “yours,” dissolve. Love 
becomes spontaneous and unconditional. This 
is not sentimental affection but the natural 
outflow of seeing the Divine everywhere. 
In the Bhagavad Gītā (6.29), this same 
idea is echoed: sarvabhūtastham ātmānaṁ 
sarvabhūtāni cātmani- “He who sees the 
Self in all beings and all beings in the Self.” 
For the person who has realised Sarvātma 
Bhāva, love becomes universal, transcending 
individuality and duality. There is no other 
to hate, fear, or dominate. Every action then 
becomes a form of worship, every encounter 
an expression of unity.

3.3.5 Sri Aurobindo’s 
Interpretation

Sri Aurobindo approaches the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad not as an abstract 
metaphysical text but as a manual for spiritual 
transformation. For him, Verse 5 expresses the 
integral nature of Brahman- simultaneously 

static and dynamic. He writes that the Supreme 
is not a remote transcendent being but also 
the immanent spirit moving within all things. 
The paradox of motion and stillness reveals 
that the Divine Consciousness manifests as 
the universe without ceasing to be absolute. 
The same consciousness is active in matter, 
life, and mind, and ultimately transcends 
them. Sri Aurobindo emphasises that this 
realisation must not remain theoretical. When 
a person truly perceives the Divine in all, 
their actions become guided by compassion, 
harmony, and selfless service. Universal 
love is, therefore, the practical outcome of 
metaphysical realisation. It is not an ethical 
command but a natural expression of spiritual 
sight.

3.3.6 Comparison with 
Other Philosophical 
Traditions
The vision of Universal Love is not 

confined to Vedanta alone. In Buddhism, 
the concept of Maitrī, or loving-kindness, 
represents a similar expansion of 
consciousness in which one’s compassion 
extends to all sentient beings. In Christian 
mysticism, the notion of “God is love” (1 
John 4:8) expresses an analogous realisation. 
The divine indwelling is seen as the source 
of universal brotherhood. Likewise, in Sufi 
Islam, the idea of Tawhid (Unity) implies 
that all existence is one with the Beloved, 
leading to love and service to humanity. 
Such parallels show that Universal Love 
is a timeless truth, expressed in diverse 
languages but rooted in the same spiritual 
intuition- the oneness of existence.

3.3.7 Ethical and Practical 
Implications

The realisation of Sarvātma Bhāva leads 
to an ethical revolution. Once we perceive 
the Divine in all, exploitation, violence, 
and hatred become unthinkable. The idea 
of universal love thus provides a spiritual 
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foundation for social ethics, environmental 
responsibility, and global peace. In modern 
contexts marked by fragmentation and 
conflict, the Upanishadic vision calls for 
integration and compassion. Aurobindo’s 
teaching encourages individuals to embody 
the divine consciousness in action- 
transforming society through inner realisation 
and outer harmony. Education, therefore, 
should not only transmit knowledge but also 
cultivate this vision of unity. True learning 
leads from information to wisdom, from 
separation to synthesis.

3.3.8 Conclusion
Verse 5 of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad reveals 

the Supreme as both motionless and moving, 

distant and near, within and without. This 
paradox expresses the dynamic stillness of 
the Divine Reality that pervades all exis-
tence. To realise this truth is to awaken to 
Sarvātma Bhāva, the perception of one’s Self 
in all beings. This realisation is the source of 
Universal Love, which transcends ego and 
division. Sri Aurobindo interprets this as the 
integral vision of the Divine, where spiritual 
experience and worldly action become one. 
Universal love thus becomes the highest 
form of knowledge and the truest form of 
service.

Recap

	♦ The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad begins with the idea that the whole universe is 
pervaded by the Divine (Īśa).

	♦ Verse 5 expresses the concept of Sarvātma Bhāva- the realisation that 
the same Self exists in all beings.

	♦ The verse describes Brahman as both moving and unmoving, near and 
far, within and beyond all.

	♦ This teaching shows that the Supreme Reality is both immanent and 
transcendent.

	♦ Realising the same Self in all leads to universal love and compassion.

	♦ Differences among beings are caused by ignorance (avidyā).

	♦ Knowledge (vidyā) removes ignorance and reveals unity in all existence.

	♦ Sarvātma Bhāva means seeing oneself in all and all in oneself.

	♦ Universal love is not emotional but a result of spiritual vision.

	♦ The Bhagavad Gītā also teaches the exact truth of unity in all beings.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo sees this verse as describing the dynamic and static 
aspects of the Divine.
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	♦ He believes the Divine is present in matter, life, and mind, and yet 
transcends them.

	♦ For Sri Aurobindo, true realisation must express itself in action and 
service.

	♦ Universal love is the natural outcome of spiritual awakening.

	♦ Seeing the Divine in all leads to harmony, compassion, and selfless living.

	♦ Other religions like Buddhism, Christianity, and Sufism share similar 
ideas of universal love.

	♦ Buddhism teaches Maitrī or loving-kindness for all beings.

	♦ Christianity expresses divine love through the idea that “God is love.”

	♦ Sufism sees unity (Tawhid) as the source of love and service.

	♦ Realising the Self in all removes ego, hatred, and division.

	♦ This vision forms the foundation for ethical living and social harmony.

	♦ Aurobindo’s interpretation unites spiritual knowledge and practical life.

	♦ The Upanishadic message calls for inner transformation and outer 
harmony.

	♦ True learning leads from separation to unity and from ego to love.

	♦ Verse 5 teaches that divine realisation is both the highest knowledge 
and the highest service.

Objective Questions

1.	 What central idea does Verse 5 of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad express?

2.	 What does the phrase “It moves and It moves not” (tadejati tannaíjati) 
signify?

3.	 What is the practical outcome of realising Sarvātma Bhāva according 
to Sri Aurobindo?

4.	 In the Bhagavad Gītā, which idea echoes the concept of Sarvātma Bhāva?
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Answers

1.	 The concept of Sarvātma Bhāva – the realisation that the Self in all 
beings is one and the same 

2.	 The non-dual nature of Reality – the Supreme is both dynamic and still  

3.	 Universal love, compassion, and selfless service 

4.	 Seeing the Self in all beings and all beings in the Self   

5.	 The feeling or state of being the Self in all   

6.	 Through the concept of Maitrī   

7.	 God is love   

8.	 Tawhid   

9.	 By promoting integration, compassion, and unity amidst division   

10.	The realisation that all beings share the same Self

5.	 What does the term Sarvātma Bhāva literally mean?

6.	 How does Buddhism express a similar idea of Universal Love?

7.	 Which Christian idea parallels the Upanishadic notion of Universal 
Love?

8.	 What is the Sufi term that signifies oneness with the Divine?

9.	 How does the Upaniṣadic vision address modern social challenges?

10.	What is the essence of Universal Love according to the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

Assignments

1.	 Explain the concept of Sarvātma Bhāva as presented in the Īśāvāsyopa-
niṣad and discuss its philosophical significance in promoting universal 
love and harmony.
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3.	 Discuss how the realisation of Sarvātma Bhāva can serve as a guiding 
principle for sustainable and compassionate living in the modern world.
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The Rationale for Guru’s 
Vision of Oneness of 

Existence

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the philosophical foundation of Sree Narayana Guru’s vision 
of the oneness of existence.

	♦ understand the significance of Guru’s Malayalam translation and 
commentary on the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad.

	♦ identify the connections between Advaita Vedanta and the Guru’s social 
reform philosophy.

	♦ analyse how Guru interpreted the Upanishadic idea of “Īśāvāsyam idam 
sarvam” in ethical and social terms.

	♦ appreciate the contemporary relevance of Guru’s idea of unity and 
universal brotherhood.

The idea of oneness is one of the most profound truths taught in Indian philosophy. 
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad emerged in the spiritual and social context of ancient India, 
where thinkers sought to understand the true nature of existence and the relationship 
between the individual and the universe. Through deep meditation, the Upanishadic 
sages realised that beneath all differences and changes in the world lies one eternal 
reality - the Self (Ātman) or Brahman. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad conveys this insight 
by declaring that everything in the universe is pervaded by the Divine (Īśa). This 
teaching marked a significant shift from ritual-based religion to inner realisation and 
ethical living. Centuries later, Sree Narayana Guru reinterpreted this timeless vision 
in the context of modern Kerala, where caste discrimination and social inequality 
were widespread. His Malayalam translation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad was both a 

88 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

4
U N I T

SG
O

U



Discussion

Keywords
Rational spirituality, Ethical unity, Ontological unity, Epistemological unity, Caste 

equality, Democratisation of knowledge, Secular ethics, Environmental harmony.

3.4.1 Introduction
Sree Narayana Guru (1855–1928) stands 

as one of the most profound philosophers 
and social reformers in modern India. His 
teachings combined the most profound 
insights of Vedanta with an ethical vision 
rooted in compassion, equality, and spiritual 
unity. The central idea that runs through his 
entire philosophy is the oneness of existence. 
Guru’s translation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
into Malayalam is a remarkable example 
of his interpretive genius, in which ancient 
metaphysics becomes a living ethical and 
social philosophy. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
opens with the statement Īśāvāsyam 
idam sarvam, “All this is pervaded by the 
Lord.” This sentence alone encapsulates 
the spirit of Advaita: the universe is not 
separate from the divine; every being 
and object is a manifestation of the same 
ultimate reality. Sree Narayana Guru, in 
translating and interpreting this text, sought 
to communicate this sublime vision to 
the Malayalam-speaking public, thereby 
connecting spirituality with the need for 
social harmony.

3.4.2 Historical Context of 
Guru’s Translation
Sree Narayana Guru lived in a period 

when Kerala society was divided by rigid 

caste hierarchies. Religious texts were 
monopolised by the upper castes, and 
spiritual wisdom was largely inaccessible 
to the ordinary people. In this context, Guru’s 
act of translating the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad into 
Malayalam was revolutionary. It was not 
merely a linguistic translation but an act 
of democratisation of knowledge. Guru 
believed that spirituality should not remain 
confined to Sanskrit scholars but must reach 
every human being. His translation thus 
had both philosophical and socio-political 
implications. By making the Upanishadic 
wisdom available to all, he affirmed that the 
divine resides equally in everyone, regardless 
of caste, class, or creed.

3.4.3 The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad: 
Central Theme

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to the 
Shukla Yajurveda and consists of just 
eighteen verses. Despite its brevity, it 
contains a complete summary of Vedantic 
thought. The core message is that all 
existence is pervaded by the divine reality 
(Īśa). Therefore, renunciation and enjoyment, 
action and detachment, are not contradictory 
but complementary aspects of spiritual life. 
The Upanishad teaches that realisation of 
the divine presence in all beings leads to 
freedom from greed, selfishness, and hatred. 

philosophical and social act, intended to bring the wisdom of unity and equality to 
all. By blending Vedantic thought with practical ethics, the Guru showed that the 
realisation of oneness must express itself through compassion, justice, and social 
harmony.
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It also warns that ignorance of this truth 
results in bondage and suffering. Guru’s 
translation highlights this central idea and 
adapts it to the ethical and social realities 
of his time.

3.4.4 Sree Narayana 
Guru’s Vision of Oneness

Guru’s philosophy can be summed up in 
the simple but profound motto:

“One caste, one religion, one God for 
humanity.”

This is not a call for uniformity but for 
unity in diversity. The vision of oneness 
(ekatvam) arises from the spiritual insight 
that the same divine essence (Ātman) 
exists in all beings. Thus, differences of 
caste, religion, or race are superficial. For 
Guru, metaphysical realisation had to find 
expression in practical ethics. He saw no 
separation between spirituality and social 
life. True realisation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
meant seeing the divine equally in every 
human being and therefore acting with 
justice, love, and equality.
 
C‑u-i³ P-K-¯‑n-s‑e-Ã‑m‑w 
B-h-k‑n-¡‑p-¶-X‑p-s‑I‑m-ï‑p  \‑o 
N-c‑n-¡ a‑p-à-\‑m-b‑m-i‑n þ
¡-c‑p-X‑m-c‑p-s‑S-b‑p‑w [-\‑w.
          (C‑u-i‑m-h‑m-t‑k‑y‑m-]-\‑n-j-Z‑v-- þ
          h‑n-hÀ-¯-\‑w þ-{‑i‑o-\‑m-c‑m-b-W K‑p-c‑p 	
	   þ ]-Z‑y‑w-þ1)

English Meaning:

“All this- whatever moves in this world- 
is pervaded by the Lord.

Therefore, enjoy through renunciation; 
do not covet what belongs to others.”

Guru’s commentary interprets this verse 
not merely as metaphysical truth but as ethical 
instruction. The world belongs to God; hence, 
selfish possession is meaningless. One must 
learn to live in harmony, sharing and caring, 
understanding that ownership and ego are 

illusions born of ignorance.

3.4.5 Rational Basis of 
Guru’s Interpretation
Guru’s rational approach to spirituality 

distinguished him from orthodox religious 
teachers. He refused to accept blind ritualism 
or superstitious practices. His interpretation 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is both rational and 
experiential. He presents oneness as a truth 
that can be verified through inner realisation 
and ethical living. Guru’s rationale rests on 
three foundations:

1.	 Ontological Unity: The entire universe 
is one reality, appearing as many.

2.	 Epistemological Unity: True knowledge 
arises when the knower, known, and 
knowledge merge in consciousness.

3.	 Ethical Unity: When one perceives 
oneness, compassion, and justice become 
natural, not imposed.

Thus, Guru’s philosophy integrates 
metaphysics, epistemology, and ethics in 
a seamless whole.

3.4.6 Relation to Advaita 
Vedanta

Sree Narayana Guru was deeply influenced 
by Advaita Vedanta, especially by Adi 
Shankara. Yet, Guru reinterpreted Advaita 
in a humanistic and social framework. While 
traditional Advaita emphasises liberation 
(moksha) as withdrawal from the world 
into the metaphysical realm, Sree Narayana 
Guru taught that liberation can be attained 
through social harmony and selfless service. 
He accepted the Advaitic idea that Brahman 
alone is real but extended it to mean that the 
world, too, is sacred because it is pervaded 
by Brahman. Thus, he replaced metaphysical 
detachment with spiritual engagement. In 
this sense, Guru’s Advaita is both realistic 
and pragmatic.
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3.4.7 Ethical Implications 
of Oneness

For Guru, the realisation of oneness is not 
an abstract thought but a moral awakening. If 
all beings are expressions of the same divine 
essence, then harming another is equivalent 
to harming oneself. This insight forms the 
ethical foundation of non-violence, truth, and 
compassion. He applied this vision to social 
reform. Caste discrimination, untouchability, 
and religious exclusivism were, to him, 
symptoms of ignorance of oneness. The 
rational understanding of Īśāvāsyam idam 
sarvam must therefore lead to equality and 
brotherhood.

Guru’s philosophy inspired movements 
for education, temple entry, and social uplift-
ment in Kerala. He built temples open to 
all, inscribed with universal messages such 
as “Devoid of caste or creed, here is God.” 
His interpretation of the Upanishad became 
the intellectual foundation for Kerala’s 
modern social awakening. In this sense, 
his translation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is 
not a mere text but a manifesto for human 
unity. The Upanishadic ideal of spiritual 
equality became the guiding principle for 
social equality.

3.4.8 Sreenarayana Guru’s 
Malayalam Translation-
(Verse-9)
A-h‑n-Z‑y-s‑b-b‑p-]‑m-k‑n-¡‑p-þ 
¶-h-c-Ô-X-a-Ê‑n-e‑p‑w 
t‑]‑m-I‑p-¶‑p h‑n-Z‑y‑m-c-X-c þ
§-t‑X-¡‑mÄ I‑q-c‑n-c‑p-«‑n-e‑p‑w.
  (C‑u-i‑m-h‑m-t‑k‑y‑m-]-\‑n-j-Z‑v-- þh‑n-hÀ-¯-\‑w 	
þ-{‑i‑o-\‑m-c‑m-b-W K‑p-c‑p þ]-Z‑y‑w-þ11)

 

English Meaning:

“They enter into darkness who worship 
ignorance;

into still greater darkness, those who delight 
in mere knowledge of becoming.”

Guru explained that both materialism 
(attachment to the visible world) and dog-
matic religion (blind faith without insight) 
lead to darkness. True wisdom lies in tran-
scending both extremes-realising the unity 
that underlies being and becoming. This 
rational balance reflects Guru’s unique syn-
thesis of science, spirituality, and ethics.

3.4.9 Guru’s Method: 
Translation as 
Transformation

Guru’s translation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
was not literal. He sought to transform the 
reader’s consciousness through language that 
was accessible, rhythmic, and deeply poetic. 
He emphasised experiential understanding 
(anubhava) over scholastic analysis. His 
commentary often replaced metaphysical 
jargon with moral clarity. For instance, where 
Shankara might interpret “renunciation” as 
inner detachment, Guru interprets it as social 
responsibility- using one’s possessions for 
the welfare of others.

3.4.10 Rational Spirituality 
and Modern Thought

Sree Narayana Guru’s rational interpreta-
tion places him alongside modern humanist 
philosophers. He anticipated ideas of univer-
salism, secular ethics, and sustainable living 
long before they became global concerns. 
For him, spirituality and reason were not 
opposites but allies. He believed that rational 
inquiry, when purified of ego, leads to the 
same truth as mystic experience. Thus, his 
vision of oneness harmonises reason, sci-
ence, and spirituality in a unified worldview.

In the 21st century, when humanity faces 
divisions based on religion, nationality, and 
ideology, Guru’s vision of oneness is more 
relevant than ever. His call for unity based 
on realisation, not compulsion, offers a 
foundation for peace and coexistence. His 
interpretation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad reminds 
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us that environmental harmony, social jus-
tice, and inner peace all arise from the same 
awareness: the world is sacred, and every-
thing belongs to the divine.

3.4.11 Conclusion
Sree Narayana Guru’s translation of the 

Īśāvāsyopaniṣad embodies the essence of 
his philosophy- the oneness of existence. 
His rationale for this vision combines 

metaphysical insight, rational analysis, and 
ethical action. By interpreting “Īśāvāsyam 
idam sarvam” as a call for social and spir-
itual equality, he transformed Vedanta into 
a living force of reform and harmony. The 
Guru’s message transcends religion, caste, 
and creed, affirming the unity of all life. 
His rational spiritual humanism continues 
to inspire seekers, scholars, and reformers 
worldwide.

Recap

	♦ Guru’s central teaching is the oneness of all existence- everything is 
divine.

	♦ He translated the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad into Malayalam to make its wisdom 
available to everyone.

	♦ During Guru’s time, Kerala society was divided by caste, and knowl-
edge was limited to the upper castes.

	♦ Guru’s translation was a step toward equality and the democratisation 
of knowledge.

	♦ The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad teaches that the world is pervaded by God and 
that we should live with detachment and compassion.

	♦ Guru’s idea of “One caste, one religion, one God for humanity” shows 
his belief in unity and equality.

	♦ Guru’s philosophy connects metaphysics, knowledge, and moral values.

	♦ Guru’s interpretation of Advaita Vedanta is practical and human-centred.

	♦ He believed that true spirituality means acting with love, justice, and 
equality.

	♦ Guru’s teachings promote reason, compassion, and service to humanity.

	♦ Guru’s rational spirituality joins science and religion in harmony.

	♦ Guru’s vision is essential today for peace, social justice, and environ-
mental balance.
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Objective Questions

1.	 What is the central idea of Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy?

2.	 What was the primary purpose of Guru’s Malayalam translation of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

3.	 What does Guru’s motto “One caste, one religion, one God for human-
ity” mean?

4.	 What social evil did Guru fight against through his teachings?

5.	 How did Guru reinterpret Advaita Vedanta?

6.	 What does the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad teach about enjoyment and renunciation?

7.	 Why did Guru reject blind ritualism?

8.	 What does the realisation of oneness lead to, according to the Guru?

9.	 Why is Guru’s interpretation considered rational spirituality?

10.	What is the contemporary relevance of Guru’s vision?

Answers

1.	 Oneness of existence   

2.	 To make spiritual knowledge available to all   

3.	  Humanity is united beyond differences   

4.	  Caste discrimination and untouchability   

5.	 By linking liberation with social harmony and service

6.	 They should go together in a balanced life  

7.	 Because he believed that spirituality must be rational and ethical  

8.	 Compassion, justice, and equality   

9.	 Because it joined reason, ethics, and inner experience   

10.	Promoting unity, peace, and environmental harmony.
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Assignments

1.	 Discuss how Sree Narayana Guru’s translation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
reflects his vision of oneness and social equality.

2.	 Explain the rational and ethical aspects of Sree Narayana Guru’s inter-
pretation of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad.

3.	 Analyse the relation between Advaita Vedanta and Sree Narayana 
Guru’s philosophy of practical spirituality.
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The Active and 
Inactive Nature 
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The Self and The Not Self

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After completing this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the core message of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad and how it links Vedic 
ritualism with Upanishadic spirituality

	♦ analyze the relationship between Self and Not-Self, showing how the 
text harmonizes opposites 

	♦ evaluate the ethical impact of Self-realization in fostering detachment, 
compassion, and harmony in life

	♦ assess the modern relevance of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad in promoting eco-
logical balance, universal brotherhood, and inner growth

Before studying this unit, students should have a basic understanding of Indian 
philosophy, especially the Vedic and Upanishadic traditions. Familiarity with key 
concepts such as Brahman, Ātman, and Māyā will help in appreciating the philosoph-
ical depth of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad. Students are also expected to have a preliminary 
idea of the major metaphysical positions in Indian thought, particularly dualism 
and non-dualism. The idea of the “Self” (Ātman) as the ultimate reality, and the 
“Not-Self” (Anātman or the world of multiplicity) as the apparent reality, is central 
to many schools of Vedānta. Understanding this distinction provides a meaningful 
background for interpreting the text. In addition, some familiarity with Sanskrit 
philosophical terms and the context of the Yajurveda—the Vedic collection to which 
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the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs—will support deeper comprehension. For a broader 
perspective, students may also benefit from comparing these ideas with Western 
notions of the self and consciousness, such as Descartes’ cogito and Kant’s concept 
of the transcendental self.

Keywords
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, Self (Ātman), Not-Self (Anātman / Avidyā), Vedānta, Advaita Vedānta   

Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta , Dvaita Vedānta , Consciousness, Duality, Self-Realization

Discussion

Introduction to 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, also known as the 

Īśa Upaniṣad, is one of the shortest yet most 
profound of all the Upanishads. It consists 
of only eighteen verses, but within these few 
mantras it captures the very essence of Vedic 
spiritual thought. The name “Īśāvāsya” is 
derived from its opening line — Īśāvāsyam 
idam sarvam — which means “All this is 
pervaded by the Lord.” This Upanishad 
belongs to the Śukla Yajurveda (White 
Yajurveda) and serves as a link between 
the ritualistic religion of the Vedas and 
the philosophical mysticism of the later 
Upanishads. Its central message is the unity 
of all existence in the divine consciousness , 
the Self (Ātman) which is at once immanent 
(present in all) and transcendent (beyond all).
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad explores the 

relationship between the individual self and 
the universal Self, between the apparent 
multiplicity of the world and the underlying 
unity of being. It rejects the opposition 
between action and renunciation, as well as 
between knowledge and work, emphasizing 
instead a harmony between them. Its central 
teaching is to perceive the divine presence 
in all things and to act in the world without 
attachment.

4.1.1.  Historical and 
Philosophical Background
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad emerged in a 

period of profound intellectual and spiritual 
transformation, when Indian thinkers began 
to question the external formalism of ritual 
and sought to understand the nature of 
ultimate reality. In the early Vedic era, ritual 
sacrifices (yajña) were regarded as essential 
for maintaining the cosmic order. However, 
the ṛṣis (sages) of the Upanishadic period 
internalized these rituals, redirecting their 
focus from outward performance to inward 
realization and the search for the ultimate 
truth of existence.

Philosophically, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
integrates two fundamental approaches 
to spiritual life, karma-mārga (the path 
of action) and jñāna-mārga (the path of 
knowledge). It addresses both householders 
and ascetics, thereby harmonizing the ideals 
of active engagement in the world with those 
of renunciation. The text’s paradoxical tone, 
which simultaneously advocates detachment 
and participation in worldly duties, reflects 
a synthesis of the two central orientations 
of Indian spirituality: world-affirmation and 
world-negation.

Situated at a transitional stage in Vedic 
thought, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad marks a 
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significant movement from ritualistic religion 
to philosophical inquiry. It anticipates the 
mature conception of Brahman as the 
universal Self (Ātman), a notion that later 
attains fuller expression in the Chāndogya 
and Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣads. Thus, the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad stands as a seminal text 
at the threshold of India’s metaphysical 
evolution, uniting cosmological, ethical, and 
spiritual insights within a single, cohesive 
vision.

4.1.2 Concept of the Self 
(Ātman)
In the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, the concept 

of the Self (Ātman) occupies a central 
place, representing the inner essence and 
ultimate reality that pervades all beings 
and phenomena. The Ātman is described 
as infinite, eternal, and beyond all limitations 
of time, space, and causation. It is the very 
ground of existence and the source of all 
consciousness. The Upanishad expresses 
this vision of universality and oneness in 
its opening verse:

Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam yat kiñca jagatyāṁ 
jagat;

tena tyaktena bhuñjīthā mā gṛdhaḥ 
kasyasvid dhanam.

This verse may be translated as: “All 
this whatever moves in this moving world, 
is pervaded by the Lord. By renunciation, 
enjoy; do not covet what belongs to others.” 
This profound declaration conveys that the 
entire universe is enveloped by the Divine, 
referred to here as Īśa or the Self. The true 
Self is not distinct from the Divine; both 
are identical and inseparable. Realizing this 
essential unity between the individual self 
and the universal Self leads to liberation 
(mokṣa), freeing one from ignorance and 
the cycle of bondage.

The Ātman is portrayed as the eternal 
witness of all experiences, remaining 

untouched by action and its consequences. It 
is svayam-prakāśa (self-luminous), shining by 
its own light, and independent of all external 
sources of illumination. It neither acts nor 
is acted upon, yet it is the foundation of all 
action and awareness. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
teaches that one must cultivate the vision 
of perceiving oneself in all beings and all 
beings in oneself. This perception of unity 
dissolves the ego and eradicates attachment 
and aversion, bringing enduring peace and 
harmony to the individual and to society 
at large.

Furthermore, the Upanishad clarifies that 
this universal Self is not a personal deity 
confined by name or form, but the pure 
consciousness that underlies and sustains 
all existence. It is the substratum of all 
appearances and the ultimate reality beyond 
distinctions. In recognizing the Ātman as 
the same in all beings, the seeker transcends 
the illusion of separateness and attains the 
knowledge that liberates — the realization 
that all is one in the Self.

4.1.3 Concept of the Not-
Self (Anātman / Avidyā)

In contrast to the Self, the Not-Self 
(Anātman) signifies everything that 
is transient, mutable, and devoid of 
consciousness. Within the philosophical 
context of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, the Not-Self 
refers to the empirical world as perceived 
through ignorance (avidyā). The text does 
not reject or condemn the world but warns 
against the error of identifying the Self with 
the perishable and ever-changing aspects of 
existence. The Not-Self represents the domain 
of multiplicity, desire, and attachment — the 
sphere in which the human mind becomes 
entangled, mistaking the impermanent for 
the permanent.

Bondage (saṁsāra) arises when this 
misidentification takes place that is when 
the transient world is regarded as the that is 

99 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



ultimate reality and the Self is forgotten. This 
condition of ignorance (avidyā) is defined in 
the Upanishad as the failure to distinguish 
between the Real (Sat, the Self) and the 
unreal (Asat, the Not-Self). However, unlike 
certain later dualistic schools that draw a 
rigid distinction between spirit and matter, 
the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad does not propose an 
absolute separation between the Self and 
the Not-Self. Instead, it presents a vision of 
integral unity in which the world, though 
subject to change, is still divine because 
it is pervaded by the same Self that is the 
essence of all reality.

Consequently, the Not-Self is not to 
be rejected or negated but to be rightly 
understood as a manifestation of the Self. 
The distinction between them arises only 
through ignorance and limited perception. 
When seen in the light of true knowledge, 
the world ceases to appear as an obstacle 
and is revealed as an expression of the same 
divine consciousness that constitutes the 
Self. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad thus reconciles 
the apparent duality between the spiritual 
and the material by affirming their essential 
unity in the Divine.

4.1.4 Relation between the 
Self and the Not-Self

The central philosophical tension in the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad concerns the relationship 
between the Self (Ātman) and the Not-
Self (Anātman). While the Self is eternal, 
unchanging, and absolute, the Not-Self 
represents the phenomenal world of change, 
diversity, and becoming. The Upanishad 
resolves this apparent duality through the 
principle of Īśāvāsyam — the doctrine that 
all existence is pervaded by the Divine. This 
teaching reveals that the Not-Self does not 
possess an independent or separate existence 
apart from the Self. Rather, the world derives 
its reality from the Self and exists as its 
manifestation.

In this way, the world is real as an 
expression or appearance of the Self, but not 
as an ultimate reality in itself. The distinction 
between the Self and the Not-Self is therefore 
epistemological rather than ontological — it 
arises from ignorance (avidyā), not from any 
fundamental division in the nature of being. 
The wise person (vidvān) perceives unity 
where the ignorant perceive multiplicity; 
knowledge (vidyā) dispels the illusion of 
separateness and reveals the underlying 
oneness of existence.

This insight is beautifully expressed in 
the following verse of the Upanishad:

Yas tu sarvāṇi bhūtāny ātmany evānupaśyati,

sarva-bhūteṣu cātmānaṁ tato na vijugupsate.

The verse means: “He who sees all beings 
in the Self and the Self in all beings — he 
never turns away from it.” This profound 
statement establishes the inseparability of 
the Self and the world. True knowledge does 
not lie in renouncing or denying the world 
but in realizing that the world itself is none 
other than the Self. When this realization 
dawns, all distinctions between subject and 
object, individual and universal, dissolve in 
the light of unity.

Thus, the Self and the Not-Self are not 
two independent realities but two modes of 
perceiving one reality  the former seen in truth 
and the latter seen through ignorance. The 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad transcends the opposition 
between world-affirmation and world-denial 
by asserting that the entire universe, in 
its multiplicity, is a manifestation of the 
one Self. Through this synthesis, the text 
presents a comprehensive vision that unites 
metaphysical insight, ethical conduct, and 
spiritual realization, affirming that liberation 
lies in the recognition of oneness amid 
diversity.
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4.1.5 Ethical and Spiritual 
Implications

The metaphysical vision presented in the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad carries profound ethical and 
spiritual implications. Once an individual 
recognizes the presence of the divine Self 
(Ātman) in all beings, the very foundation of 
selfishness, greed, and violence is dissolved. 
From such realization arise compassion, non-
attachment, and harmony, not as imposed 
moral duties but as spontaneous expressions 
of inner awareness. The injunction “tena 
tyaktena bhuñjīthā” (“By renouncing, enjoy” 
)encapsulates this ethical insight. It implies 
that true enjoyment or fulfillment is not 
derived from possession or attachment but 
from detachment and inner freedom.

The Upanishadic ethic advocates 
engagement in the world through righteous 
action (karma), yet without desire for 
personal gain. Action, when performed 
in the spirit of renunciation, becomes an 
offering rather than an assertion of ego. This 
ideal closely anticipates the Bhagavad Gītā’s 
doctrine of niṣkāma karma i.e, action without 
attachment to results. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
thus harmonizes ethical conduct and spiritual 
realization by showing that detachment does 
not mean withdrawal from life but living with 
an awareness of the divine unity underlying 
all activity.

Spiritually, the text points toward an 
inner transformation — a movement from 
ego-centered existence to Self-centered 
awareness. The seeker’s journey involves 
transcending ahaṁkāra (the false sense of 
“I”) and realizing Ātman (the true Self). This 
transition constitutes liberation (mokṣa) itself, 
for it dissolves the illusion of separateness and 
restores the natural unity of consciousness. 
The realization of oneness is also the highest 
form of morality: when one perceives the 
same Self in all beings, the very thought 
of harming another becomes impossible.

In this way, ethics in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
is rooted in metaphysics. Morality is not 
externally imposed through social or 
religious codes but arises organically from 
the realization of truth. The awareness of 
the Self’s universality transforms conduct, 
making ethical life the natural outcome of 
spiritual wisdom. Hence, in the Indian 
philosophical tradition, dharma (righteous 
duty) and mokṣa (liberation) are not opposites 
but complementary dimensions of the same 
realization — one leading to the other.

4.1.6 Interpretations of 
the Self and Not-Self in 
Vedānta
The interpretation of the Self (Ātman) 

and the Not-Self (Anātman) in the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad has been a pivotal concern 
for later Vedāntic schools of philosophy. 
Each system — Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita, 
and Dvaita — has understood the text in 
accordance with its distinctive metaphysical 
standpoint, thereby illustrating the richness 
and interpretive depth of the Upanishadic 
vision.

Advaita Vedānta (Śaṅkara): According 
to Śaṅkara, the verse Īśāvāsyam idam 
sarvam expresses the doctrine of non-duality 
(advaita). He interprets the text as asserting 
that the Self alone is real, while the world 
(Not-Self) is merely an appearance or Māyā 
— a superimposition upon Brahman, the 
absolute reality. In this view, the world 
has no independent existence apart from 
Brahman. The well-known Advaitic dictum 
“Brahma satyam jagan mithyā” (“Brahman is 
real; the world is unreal”) encapsulates this 
understanding. Liberation (mokṣa) is attained 
through knowledge (jñāna), which dispels 
ignorance (avidyā) and reveals the essential 
identity of the individual Self (jīva) and the 
Supreme Self (Brahman). The Upanishadic 
command to “see the Self in all” is thus 
interpreted as a call to realize the undivided 
unity of existence.
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Viśiṣṭādvaita Vedānta (Rāmānuja): 
Rāmānuja offers a qualified non-dualistic 
(viśiṣṭādvaita) interpretation. He accepts 
the reality of both the world and individual 
souls but views them as attributes or modes 
(prakāra) of the one Supreme Being (Viśiṣṭa 
Brahman). For Rāmānuja, the verse 
Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam signifies that the 
Lord pervades, governs, and sustains all 
beings as their inner ruler (antaryāmin). 
The Self and the Not-Self are distinct yet 
inseparable, comparable to the relationship 
between body and soul. The world and souls 
are dependent realities that exist within and 
through God. Thus, liberation does not mean 
dissolution of individuality but union with 
the Divine through devotion (bhakti) and 
surrender (prapatti).

Dvaita Vedānta (Madhva): Madhva 
presents a dualistic (dvaita) interpretation, 
maintaining a clear distinction between God, 
individual souls, and the world. In his view, 
the verse Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam emphasizes 
divine lordship and ownership rather than 
identity. The world and souls are eternally 
distinct from God, yet fully dependent upon 
Him. The Self and the Not-Self are separate 
realities bound by the relationship of master 
and servant (śeṣa-śeṣi-bhāva). Liberation 
(mokṣa) is achieved not through identification 
with the Divine but through the realization 
of one’s eternal dependence on Him and 
through loving devotion.

Despite these divergent doctrinal 
interpretations, all three Vedāntic systems 
converge on the ethical and spiritual ideals 
articulated in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad. Each 
affirms divine immanence, the sacredness 
of all life, and the necessity of inner purity 
and self-discipline. Whether viewed through 
the lens of non-duality, qualified unity, or 
dualism, the Upanishadic message remains 
a call to transcend selfishness, cultivate 
detachment, and live in reverence toward the 
divine presence that pervades all existence.

4.1.7 The Idea of 
Renunciation and 
Possession in the Text

The opening verse of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
encapsulates one of the most paradoxical yet 
profound doctrines in Indian philosophy — 
the principle of renunciation in enjoyment. 
The text enjoins the seeker to “enjoy by 
renouncing” (tena tyaktena bhuñjīthā), 
implying that true possession arises not 
from accumulation but from detachment. 
Renunciation (tyāga), in this context, 
does not signify the abandonment of the 
world or the cessation of action; rather, it 
denotes an inner state of non-attachment and 
freedom from desire. One may live amidst 
possessions, relationships, and social duties 
while remaining inwardly free.

This ideal embodies the essence of karma-
yoga — the integration of active engagement 
and spiritual detachment. The subsequent 
injunction, mā gṛdhaḥ kasyasvid dhanam 
(“Do not covet another’s wealth”), reinforces 
the ethical ideal of contentment and non-
possessiveness (aparigraha). The individual 
who perceives the divine Self pervading all 
existence has no reason for greed or envy, 
for all things belong to the Divine. Thus, the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad presents a harmonious vision 
that reconciles pravṛtti (active participation 
in life) with nivṛtti (spiritual withdrawal). 
By avoiding both extremes — ascetic denial 
and material indulgence — the text offers a 
balanced spiritual path that is equally relevant 
to householders and ascetics.

4.1.8 The Self as All-
Pervasive Consciousness

The Self described in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
is not a finite or individualized consciousness, 
but the all-pervading awareness underlying 
every experience. It is nirguṇa (without 
attributes), akartā (non-agent), and abhoktā 
(non-experiencer of results), yet it remains 
the foundation of all actions and experiences.
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The text declares: 

Tadejati tannaijati, taddūre tadvantike; 
tadantarasya sarvasya tadu sarvasyāsya 
bāhyataḥ —

“It moves and it moves not; it is far and it 
is near; it is within all and it is outside all.”

This verse poetically captures the 
paradoxical nature of the Self — 
simultaneously transcendent and immanent. 
The Self is motionless because it is eternal 
and unchanging, yet it “moves” as the life 
and activity of the universe. Philosophically, 
this insight dissolves the duality between 
subject and object, knower and known. 
Consciousness is not a by-product of mental 
activity; it is the ground of all existence. 
Everything that exists shines with the light of 
the Self. This conception of an all-pervasive 
consciousness forms the metaphysical core 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad and anticipates the 
non-dual insights later elaborated in Advaita 
Vedānta.

4.1.9 Ignorance and 
Knowledge: The Dual 
Vision of Reality

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad presents a profound 
dialectic between vidyā (knowledge) and 
avidyā (ignorance), integrating them 
within a unified vision of reality. Rather 
than privileging one over the other, the text 
emphasizes their complementarity. Verses 
9–11 offer a striking paradox:

Andhaṁ tamaḥ praviśanti ye’vidyām 
upāsate, tato bhūya iva te tamo ya u vidyāyāṁ 
ratāḥ.

“Into blinding darkness enter those who 
pursue ignorance; but into greater darkness, 
as it were, go those who are devoted to 
knowledge alone.” This passage warns that 
exclusive attachment to either empirical or 
metaphysical knowledge leads to limitation. 
Avidyā refers to worldly or ritual knowledge 

— the domain of action and material mastery 
— while vidyā denotes spiritual knowledge, 
the direct realization of the Self. The former 
purifies and disciplines the mind, but cannot 
itself lead to liberation; the latter grants 
ultimate freedom, yet, if pursued without 
humility or ethical grounding, becomes 
sterile.

The text further states:

Vidyām cāvidyām ca yas tad vedobhayaṁ 
saha, avidyayā mṛtyuṁ tīrtvā vidyayāmṛtam 
aśnute.

“He who knows both knowledge and 
ignorance together transcends death 
through ignorance and attains immortality 
through knowledge.” Here, the Upaniṣad 
articulates a vision of integral realization: 
avidyā represents engagement in worldly 
life and action, while vidyā represents the 
contemplative awareness of the eternal. The 
seeker must harmonize both dimensions — 
the practical and the spiritual — to attain 
wholeness. Thus, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
advocates a synthesis of knowledge and 
action, rejecting any rigid dichotomy between 
the sacred and the secular.

4.1.10 The Unity of 
Existence and the Problem 
of Duality
Among the most revolutionary insights 

of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is its proclamation 
of the oneness of all existence. The apparent 
dualities — Self and Not-Self, subject and 
object, life and death — arise solely from 
ignorance (avidyā). When ignorance is 
dispelled, duality dissolves, revealing the 
non-dual consciousness that is identical in 
all beings.

The text declares:

Yasmin sarvāṇi bhūtāny ātmaivābhūd 
vijānataḥ, tatra ko mohaḥ kaḥ śokaḥ ekatvam 
anupaśyataḥ.
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“When one perceives all beings as the 
Self itself, what delusion or sorrow can 
exist for the one who sees unity?” This 
vision of oneness possesses immense 
ethical and metaphysical depth. It implies 
that separateness is illusory (mithyā). All 
distinctions — between “I” and “you,” good 
and evil, life and death — belong to the 
plane of relative perception. In the light 
of the Self, all opposites are reconciled in 
unity. The problem of duality (dvandva) 
that preoccupied later philosophical systems 
is resolved here not through intellectual 
argument, but through direct realization. 

As long as consciousness identifies with 
the ego or the body–mind complex, duality 
persists. The moment awareness recognizes 
itself as the immutable Self, the world appears 
as its own manifestation — neither wholly 
separate nor unreal. The enlightened being 
does not renounce the world but perceives 
it as a living expression of the Self. Such a 
person lives in equanimity, untouched by 
pleasure or pain, gain or loss. This state of 
serene realization — jīvanmukti, or liberation 
while living — represents the culmination 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad’s philosophical and 
ethical vision.

4.1.11 The Path to Self-
Realization
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, though concise, 

delineates a complete spiritual trajectory 
— a progression from ignorance (avidyā) 
to knowledge (vidyā), from attachment to 
detachment, and from identification with the 
limited ego to realization of the universal Self 
(Ātman). This inward journey commences 
with the cultivation of ethical discipline 
(dharma) and culminates in Self-realization 
(ātma-jñāna), the highest goal of human 
existence.

The initial step on this path is viveka 
(discrimination) — the discernment between 
the permanent and the impermanent, the Self 

and the Not-Self. This intellectual clarity 
forms the foundation of spiritual inquiry. It 
must be followed by vairāgya (detachment), 
a state of freedom from sensory cravings and 
personal desires. Such detachment purifies 
the mind, rendering it a fit instrument for 
meditation.

The next stage is dhyāna (meditation), 
through which the seeker withdraws attention 
from the multiplicity of external objects and 
turns inward toward the source of awareness. 
The Upaniṣad describes the Self as “within all 
and outside all,” emphasizing that it cannot 
be grasped by the senses or the intellect, yet 
it illumines all experience.

The text warns against ātmahanaḥ — 
“those who slay the Self,” that is, those who 
live in self-ignorance:

Asurya nāma te lokā andhena tamasāvṛtāḥ, 
tāṁs te pretyābhigacchanti ye ke cātmahano 
janāḥ.

“Sunless are those worlds, covered with 
darkness; to them go those who destroy the 
Self — the self-ignorant.”

This verse metaphorically depicts the 
consequences of spiritual ignorance — the 
darkness that arises from identifying the 
Self with the body, mind, or possessions. 
Such misidentification leads to bondage 
and suffering. Self-realization, therefore, 
is not an attainment of something new but 
a process of recognition — awakening to 
what one has always been.

The culmination of this journey is 
mokṣa (liberation), understood not as 
escape from worldly existence but as the 
transformation of perception. The realized 
being perceives the divine presence in all, acts 
without attachment, and lives without fear. 
Liberation thus represents a state of freedom 
within life (jīvanmukti), characterized by 
serene awareness and universal love. The 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad thereby integrates ethical 
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action, meditative insight, and metaphysical 
realization into a single, coherent path of 
spiritual awakening.

4.1.12 The Contemporary 
Relevance of the Teaching

Despite its antiquity, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
retains profound relevance in contemporary 
times. In a world marked by materialism, 
ecological degradation, and social fragmen-
tation, its message of unity and sacredness 
offers a transformative ethical and spiritual 
vision. The opening declaration, Īśāvāsyam 
idam sarvam (“All this is pervaded by the 
Lord”), may be interpreted as an ecolog-
ical affirmation — a call to perceive the 
entire universe as a manifestation of the 
divine. When the world is seen as sacred, 
exploitation and greed are recognized as 
moral and spiritual transgressions. The text 
thus anticipates modern notions of environ-
mental ethics and sustainability, grounding 
them in the principle of divine immanence.

Psychologically, the distinction between 
the Self and the Not-Self parallels the modern 
differentiation between pure consciousness 
and the constructed ego. Contemporary 

psychology seeks integration of the frag-
mented personality, whereas the Upaniṣad 
aims at transcendence of the ego itself. Both 
strive for wholeness, but the Upaniṣadic 
vision extends this integration to a cosmic 
dimension, where personal identity dissolves 
into universal consciousness.

Socially, the teaching promotes the ideal 
of universal brotherhood. When one per-
ceives the same Self in all beings, divisions 
based on caste, creed, gender, or nationality 
lose their legitimacy. Ethical conduct and 
social justice become natural expressions of 
spiritual insight. The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad thus 
transcends metaphysics, functioning also 
as a charter for moral and social harmony.

In an era where technological progress 
unites humanity externally but egoism contin-
ues to divide it internally, the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
reminds us of a higher unity — the spiritual 
interconnectedness of all existence. Its phi-
losophy bridges the gap between ancient 
wisdom and modern consciousness, offering 
a holistic worldview in which spiritual real-
ization, ethical responsibility, and universal 
compassion converge.

Recap

	♦ The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad proclaims the unity of all in the divine Self.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad teaches harmony through seeing the divine in all.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad marks the shift from outer ritual to inner realization.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad unites action and knowledge through inner 
detachment

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad bridges ritualism and philosophy, revealing Brahman 
as the universal Self.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad reveals the Ātman as the infinite Self pervading 
all existence.
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	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad reveals the Ātman as the self-luminous witness 
whose realization ends ego and brings peace.

	♦ Realizing the Self’s unity with the Divine brings liberation.

	♦ Realizing the one Self in all beings leads to liberation.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad views the Not-Self as the transient world born 
of ignorance.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad sees bondage in mistaking the transient for the 
Real yet affirms the world’s divinity.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad reconciles spirit and matter by revealing both as 
expressions of the one Divine Self.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad teaches that the world is the manifestation of the 
one Divine Self.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad teaches that true knowledge reveals the unity of 
all beings in the Self.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad teaches that true knowledge is realizing the unity 
of all beings in the Self.

	♦ True wisdom lies in harmonizing avidyâ and vidyâ.

	♦ Action is sacred when done without attachment.

	♦ Liberation comes by transcending ego and realizing oneness

	♦ True morality flows from realizing the Self’s unity.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad shaped later Vedāntic views on the Self and Not-Self.

	♦ Advaita: Œaṅkara teaches non-duality—only Brahman is real, and 
liberation is realizing oneness.

	♦ Viœiṣṭādvaita: Rāmānuja sees souls and the world as real but dependent 
on God, with liberation through devotion

	♦ Dvaita: Madhva maintains eternal distinction between God, souls, and 
world, with liberation through devotion.

	♦ All schools uphold divine immanence, ethical living, and reverence 
for unity in existence.

	♦ True freedom comes through inner detachment.

	♦ The Upanishad unites action and detachment in a balanced path.
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	♦ The Self is infinite, pure consciousness.

	♦ It is both beyond and within all

	♦ Vidyâ and avidyâ are complementary.

	♦ True realization unites knowledge and action.

	♦ The Upanishad reveals oneness beyond ignorance.

	♦ Seeing all as the Self ends delusion and sorrow.

	♦ Liberation is living in unity and peace.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad reveals the journey from ignorance to Self-realization 
through ethical living.

	♦ It begins with discrimination and detachment that purify the mind.

	♦ Through meditation, one experiences the Self within all.

	♦ Ignorance causes bondage and spiritual darkness.

	♦ Liberation is living in freedom and seeing the Divine in all.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad offers a timeless vision of unity and sacredness.

	♦ It inspires ecological balance, psychological wholeness, and social 
harmony,

	♦ uniting ancient wisdom with modern values through the oneness of 
all life.

Objective Questions

1.	 The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad belongs to which Veda?

2.	 The phrase Îúâvâsyam idam sarvam means:

3.	 The Âtman is described in the Upaniṣad as:

4.	 Râmânuja’s Viúiṣṭādvaita interprets the world and souls as:

5.	 The verse “It moves and it moves not” refers to:

6.	 The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad integrates which two spiritual paths?

7.	 The Upaniṣad harmonizes which two tendencies of Indian spirituality?
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Answers

1.	 Œukla Yajurveda

2.	 All this is pervaded by the Lord

3.	 Infinite, eternal, and self-luminous

4.	 Attributes or modes of God

5.	 The Self as transcendent and immanent

6.	 Karma and Jñāna

7.	 World-affirmation and world-negation

Assignments

1.	 The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad is said to be both ancient and contemporary in 
its relevance. Discuss how its message can address modern challenges 
such as materialism, environmental crisis, and social division.

2.	 Examine the ethical implications of perceiving the same Self in all 
beings. How does this realization influence human behavior, social 
relations, and moral responsibility?

3.	 Discuss the relationship between the Self (Âtman) and the Not-Self 
(Anâtman) as presented in the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad. How does the text 
resolve the problem of duality between the two?

4.	 Explain how the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad reconciles the apparent opposition 
between knowledge and action (jñāna and karma). How does this 
synthesis shape the Upanishad’s vision of spiritual life?

Suggested Reading

1.	 Hiriyanna, M. (1993). Outlines of Indian philosophy . Motilal Banarsidass 
Publishers. 

2.	 Sharma, C. (1978). “Ethical implications of Upanishadic monism”. 
Journal of Indian Philosophy, 6(3), 245–258. 
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Being and Becoming

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After studing this unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ explain the key philosophical ideas of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad

	♦  distinguish between the concepts of Being and Becoming

	♦ analyze how the Upaniṣadic vision unites these two in the idea of Brahman

	♦ discuss the ethical and spiritual implications of unity

	♦ evaluate the relevance of these concepts in contemporary philosophical 
discourse

Before engaging with this unit, students are expected to have. A basic understand-
ing of Vedic literature, especially the distinction between the Samhitās, Brāhmaṇas, 
and Upaniṣads. Familiarity with fundamental Indian philosophical terms such as 
Brahman, Ātman, Māyā, Karma, and Mokṣa and with western metaphysical ideas, 
particularly the contrast between Parmenides’ doctrine of Being and Heraclitus’ doc-
trine of Becoming is also required. The ability to engage with abstract metaphysical 
reasoning and interpret symbolic language in philosophical textsis also appreciated.

2
U N I T

Keywords
Being, Becoming, Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, Non-Dual Resolution, Spiritual Realization,
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Discussion

4.2.1. The Philosophy of 
Being and Becoming in the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, one of the principal 
and most succinct of the mukhya Upaniṣads, 
stands at the confluence of metaphysical 
insight (tattva-jñāna) and ethical guidance 
(dharma-nīti). Comprising only eighteen 
mantras, it encapsulates the quintessence 
of Vedānta philosophy — particularly the 
intricate relation between Being (Sat) and 
Becoming (Bhava). Its brevity belies its 
profundity; within its compact structure, 
the text explores the unity of the Absolute 
(Brahman), the nature of the empirical world 
(Jagat), and the moral responsibility of the 
human being (puruṣa) living amidst this 
duality. The Upaniṣad opens with the famous 
declaration:

Īśāvāsyam idaṃ sarvaṃ yat kiñca 
jagatyāṃ jagat (Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 1) Means 
“whatever moves in this moving world—is 
pervaded by the Lord.” This opening verse 
immediately establishes the foundation of 
a metaphysics that transcends duality and 
separation. The statement affirms that the 
entire cosmos, both animate and inanimate, 
is enveloped and sustained by the Divine 
(Īśa). It thus invites a vision of the universe 
as a sacred totality — a manifestation of 
the changeless, eternal Being underlying 
the apparent flux of phenomena.

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad’s philosophy of 
Being and Becoming seeks to reconcile 
the immutable and the mutable, the eternal 
and the temporal, the one and the many. 
While much of Western metaphysics, from 
Parmenides to Hegel, tends to polarize Being 
and Becoming, the Upaniṣad harmonizes 
them through the non-dual vision of Brahman 
as both immanent (antarvyāpin) and 

transcendent (bahirvyāpin). This synthesis 
stands at the heart of Advaita Vedānta and 
provides a framework for understanding the 
ontological, ethical, and spiritual dimensions 
of existence.

4.2.2. Textual Context and 
Significance

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to the Śukla 
Yajurveda and forms the fortieth chapter 
of the Vājasaneyi Saṃhitā. Despite its 
brevity, it presents an integrated vision of 
metaphysics, ethics, and praxis. It is among 
the earliest Upaniṣadic compositions and 
has been extensively commented upon by 
Śaṅkarācārya, Rāmānuja, and Madhva, each 
interpreting its vision according to their 
respective schools of non-dualism, qualified 
non-dualism, and dualism.

The central theme of the Upaniṣad 
revolves around the unity of the Divine (Īśa) 
and the universe (sarvam idam), exploring the 
relationship between the Absolute (Brahman) 
and the empirical world (Jagat). In contrast 
to later ascetic tendencies that emphasize 
world-renunciation (saṃnyāsa) alone, the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad harmonizes karma (action) 
and jñāna (knowledge), affirming that one can 
live amidst activity and change without being 
bound by them, provided one recognizes 
the changeless Self in all. This synthesis 
of engagement and detachment is essential 
to understanding its doctrine of Being and 
Becoming

4.2.3 The Concept of Being 
(Sat)
In the Upaniṣadic tradition, Being (Sat) 

refers to the unchanging, eternal Reality — 
the foundation of all that exists. The first 
verse of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad identifies this 
Being as the all-pervading Lord (Īśa), the 
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substratum and inner essence of everything. 
Being is self-existent (svataḥ-siddha), 
immutable (avikāra), and infinite (ananta). 
It is not a mere abstract principle but the 
living, conscious reality that constitutes the 
essence of all beings.

In metaphysical terms, Sat is that which 
is — it neither originates nor ceases to be. 
The Chāndogya Upaniṣad (6.2.1) declares, 
“Sat eva somya idam agra āsīt” (“Being 
alone was this in the beginning, my dear”). 
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad continues this same 
tradition, asserting the omnipresence of 
Being even within movement and change. 
The Upaniṣadic seers, however, reject any 
notion of Being as inert or static. Rather, 
it is fullness (pūrṇam), dynamic plenitude 
expressing itself as the manifold universe. 
The famous mantra —

Pūrṇam adaḥ pūrṇam idam, pūrṇāt pūrṇam 
udacyate —

“That is full; this is full. From fullness 
arises fullness.” — symbolically expresses 
the indivisibility of the Real. Being is not 
negated by multiplicity but manifested 
through it. The Absolute transcends the 
world yet pervades it entirely.

4.2.4.The Concept of 
Becoming (Bhava)

Becoming represents the dimension of 
change, diversity, and temporality — the 
phenomenal manifestation of eternal Being. 
The Upaniṣad refers to the world (jagat) as 
“that which moves,” indicating ceaseless 
transformation. Yet, this movement does 
not negate the underlying permanence. The 
Upaniṣad insists that change itself is a mode 
of expression of the changeless Reality.

In this view, Becoming is not an illusion 
in the sense of absolute nonexistence but a 
relative reality — the dependent expression of 
Sat. The universe of names and forms (nāma-
rūpa) is the way in which the infinite Being 

reveals its potentiality. Advaitic philosophers 
describe this as the domain of Māyā, the 
creative power of Brahman, through which 
the One appears as many.

Thus, Bhava possesses empirical validity 
(vyāvahārika-sattā), but not absolute 
existence (pāramārthika-sattā). The realm 
of Becoming is therefore a conditioned 
reality — transient, finite, and subject to 
causation. Nevertheless, it serves as the field 
for ethical action, spiritual evolution, and 
realization of the higher Self.

4.2.5 The Relationship 
Between Being and 
Becoming
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad’s philosophical 

genius lies in its seamless synthesis of Being 
and Becoming. Rather than conceiving them 
as opposing principles, it portrays the world 
of Becoming as the dynamic expression of 
immutable Being. The changeless Brahman 
manifests as the changing universe without 
ceasing to be itself.

This profound unity is expressed in verse 
6:

Yas tu sarvāṇi bhūtāny ātman 
yevānupaśyati, sarva-bhūteṣu cātmanam 
tato na vijugupsate.

“He who sees all beings in the Self and 
the Self in all beings — for him, there is no 
delusion, no hatred.” In this vision, Being and 
Becoming are reconciled. The multiplicity 
of the world is perceived as the play (līlā) 
of the one Reality. Such realization leads 
not only to metaphysical insight but also 
to moral transformation — compassion, 
detachment, and non-violence naturally 
arise when one sees the same Self in all 
beings. Hence the Upaniṣad teaches tena 
tyaktena bhuñjīthā (“by renunciation, enjoy”), 
a paradoxical injunction that affirms joy 
through detachment. When one recognizes 
Being in Becoming, one acts in the world 
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without bondage to action.

4.2.6 The Ethical and 
Spiritual Dimension
The philosophy of Being and Becoming 

in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is not confined to 
abstract speculation. It has profound ethical 
significance. The realization that the same 
divine Self (Ātman) pervades all beings 
transforms moral consciousness. The 
injunction mā gṛdhaḥ kasya svid dhanam 
(“covet not anyone’s wealth”) arises from 
the awareness of unity; greed, violence, and 
exploitation become impossible once one 
perceives all as expressions of the same 
Reality.

Action (karma) thus becomes a sacrament 
(yajña), not a cause of bondage. The Upaniṣad’s 
ethical ideal anticipates the Bhagavad Gītā’s 
doctrine of karma-yoga, where right action 
performed without attachment becomes the 
means of liberation. The sage neither rejects 
the world nor clings to it but engages in it 
as an instrument of the Divine. Such an 
ethical vision links metaphysics and morality 
inseparably: knowledge without compassion 
is incomplete, and renunciation without 
service is sterile. The Upaniṣad therefore 
proposes a holistic ethic — the integration 
of wisdom (jñāna), right action (karma), 
and spiritual detachment (vairāgya).

4.2.7. The Ontological 
Paradox and Non-Dual 
Resolution

From an ontological standpoint, the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad resolves the classical 
paradox of Being and Becoming through 
the principle of non-dualism (Advaita). 
The world of multiplicity (nāma-rūpa) is a 
superimposition (adhyāsa) upon the unity 
of Being. The phenomenal universe is real 
only as an appearance within consciousness, 
not as an independent substance.

Yet this non-dualism is not nihilistic 
or world-denying. The Upaniṣad does not 
dismiss the world as illusory (mithyā) in 
the sense of nonexistence, but as relative — 
meaningful as expression of the Absolute. The 
world both is and is not: it is real as Brahman, 
unreal as separate from Brahman. This subtle 
ontology, grounded in Advaita Vedānta, 
permits the reconciliation of metaphysical 
unity with experiential diversity.

4.2.8. Comparative 
Perspective: Being and 
Becoming in Western 
Philosophy
In Western metaphysical thought, the 

tension between Being and Becoming 
has been a central theme since antiquity. 
Parmenides declared that “Being is, and 
non-being is not,” emphasizing permanence 
and unity. Heraclitus, conversely, proclaimed 
that “everything flows,” affirming ceaseless 
change. Plato and Aristotle attempted partial 
syntheses through the theory of Forms and 
the notion of substance.

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad transcends these 
dichotomies by affirming both permanence 
and change as complementary aspects of one 
Reality. It accepts the Heraclitean flux but 
grounds it in the Parmenidean permanence of 
Sat. In this sense, it anticipates the dialectical 
resolution that Western thought would 
later pursue through Hegel’s idealism. The 
Upaniṣadic vision, however, is experiential 
rather than merely rational — it demands 
realization (anubhava), not intellectual 
abstraction.

4.2.9.The Spiritual 
Realization of Being in 
Becoming

The ultimate goal in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad is 
not intellectual understanding but existential 
realization — the direct experience of the 
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identity of Ātman and Brahman. Through 
self-discipline (tapas), meditation (dhyāna), 
and discrimination (viveka), the seeker 
attains the vision in which all distinctions 
dissolve. The sage perceives the universe 
as the Divine’s play (līlā): motion without 
bondage, multiplicity without division. In 
this state, Becoming becomes the medium 
through which Being is experienced. The tem-
poral becomes the gateway to the eternal. This 
realization leads to jīvanmukti — liberation 
while living — wherein the individual acts 
freely, untouched by karma. The doctrine of 
Being and Becoming in the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 

offers an integrated framework that unites 
ontology, ethics, and spirituality. It teaches 
that the universe, though changing, is sacred; 
that action, though potentially binding, can 
liberate when performed with detachment; 
and that renunciation is not withdrawal 
from life but insight into its divine nature.
Modern interpreters such as Radhakrishnan, 
Aurobindo, and Swami Vivekananda have 
emphasized the Upaniṣad’s message as a 
philosophy of holistic living. It negates 
escapism and affirms spiritual engagement 
with the world. 

Recap

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad explores the unity of Being (Sat) and Becoming 
(Bhava) within a moral and spiritual vision.

	♦ Îúâvâsyam idaṃ sarvam declares that the entire universe is pervaded 
by the Divine.

	♦ The Upaniṣad unites the eternal and the temporal by showing Brahman 
as both immanent and transcendent.

	♦ As part of the Œukla Yajurveda, it combines knowledge, ethics, and 
action in daily life.

	♦ Being is the changeless, self-existent fullness that underlies all existence.

	♦ Becoming is the dynamic expression of Being, revealing the infinite 
through change.

	♦ The changing world expresses the changeless Brahman, leading to 
compassion and freedom.

	♦ Seeing the one Self in all transforms life into worship and service.

	♦ Advaita resolves unity and multiplicity by affirming the world as real 
in Brahman.

	♦ Unlike Western dualism, the Upaniṣad unites permanence and change 
as one Reality.

	♦ Realization comes from knowing Âtman and Brahman are one, leading 
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Objective Questions

1.	 In the Upaniṣadic philosophy, Sat refers to —

2.	 Which mantra expresses the fullness of the Absolute?

3.	 The state of liberation while living is called ____________.

4.	 According to the Upaniṣad, karma performed without attachment leads 
to ____________.

5.	 The opening verse Îúâvâsyam idaṃ sarvam teaches the principle of —

6.	 Bhava in the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad denotes —

to liberation in life.

	♦ Its vision promotes harmony, ethical living, and reverence for all existence.

Answers

1.	 The unchanging, eternal Reality

2.	 Pûrṇam adaḥ pūrṇam idam

3.	 Jîvanmukti

4.	 Liberation (mokṣa)

5.	 Universal unity and divine pervasion

6.	 The dynamic manifestation of Being

Assignments

1.	 Explain the central philosophical theme of the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad with 
reference to the concepts of Being (Sat) and Becoming (Bhava).

2.	 Discuss how the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad reconciles the apparent duality between 
the changeless Brahman and the changing universe.
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Integration of 
Knowledge-Synthesis of 
Experience(Verse 9-14)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After completing this unit, the learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the Upanishadic idea that vidyā–avidyā and sambhūti–asambhūti 
are complementary aspects of one Reality

	♦ understand balanced living by uniting action with contemplation and 
realizing the Divine through daily life

	♦ interpret Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga as a spiritual expansion of the 
Upanishadic vision

	♦ apply the Upanishadic ideal of synthesis to modern life through holistic 
education and harmony of science and spirituality

Before studying the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, it is important to have a basic understanding 
of the Vedic tradition and its philosophical outlook. The Upanishad, which belongs 
to the Śukla Yajurveda, presents one of the most concise yet profound syntheses in 
Indian thought. Learners should be familiar with the idea that the Divine pervades 
the entire universe, as expressed in the first half of the text (verses 1–8), and that 
the second half (verses 9–18) explores the integration of knowledge (vidyā) and 
ignorance (avidyā), manifestation (sambhūti) and non-manifestation (asambhūti). 
Understanding these pairs of opposites as complementary rather than conflicting is 
essential to grasp the Upanishad’s vision. Verses 9–14, which form the philosophical 
core of this integration, emphasize harmony as the key to true realization. Awareness 
of Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation—viewing these verses as the earliest expression 
of Integral Yoga, the unification of spirit and matter, knowledge and action—will 
further help learners appreciate the Upanishad’s relevance to both spiritual and 
practical life.

3
U N I T
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Keywords
Verse, Sri Aurobindo, Synthesis, Dual Integration, Knowledge, Ignorance, Manifestation, 

Non-Manifestation, Complementarity, Immortality

Discussion

4.3.1. Verse 9
Sanskrit (Devanāgarī):

+xvÉÆ iÉ¨É& |ÉÊ´É¶ÉÊxiÉ ªÉä%Ê´ÉtÉ¨ÉÖ{ÉÉºÉiÉä *

iÉiÉÉä ¦ÉÚªÉ <´É iÉä iÉ¨ÉÉä ªÉ = Ê´ÉtÉªÉÉ¨ ®iÉÉ& ** 9 **

Sreenarayana Guru’s Malayalam 
Translation

A-h‑n-Z‑y-s‑b-b‑p-]‑m-k‑n-¡‑p-þ
¶-h-c-Ô-X-a-Ê‑n-e‑p‑w 
t‑]‑m-I‑p-¶‑p h‑n-Z‑y‑m-c-X-c-þ
§-t‑X-¡‑mÄ-¡‑q-c‑n-c‑p-«‑n-e‑p‑w 

Sri Aurobindo’s Translation:

“Into a blind darkness they enter who 
follow after the Ignorance; into a still greater 
darkness, as it were, those who delight in 
the Knowledge alone.” This verse opens the 
second section of the Upanishad with a par-
adox. The Upanishad distinguishes between 
avidyā (ignorance, often meaning empirical 
or ritual knowledge) and vidyā (spiritual 
knowledge). Those who worship avidyā 
alone, the external knowledge of forms, enter 
darkness — but those who cling exclusively 
to vidyā, rejecting the world, fall into a deeper 
darkness. Sri Aurobindo explains that the 
Upanishad does not denounce either field. 
Rather, it criticizes exclusiveness — the 
attitude that separates worldly action and 
spiritual realization. Pure intellectualism 
that rejects life becomes sterile, while mere 
materialism becomes blind. True wisdom 
lies in integration — action guided by inner 
illumination. Thus, verse 9 teaches that both 

the material and spiritual dimensions are 
necessary for complete knowledge.

4.3.2. Verse 10
Sanskrit (Devanāgarī):

+xªÉnä´ÉÉ½ÖÊ´ÉÇtªÉÉ +xªÉnÉ½ÖÊ´ÉÇtªÉÉ *

<ÊiÉ ¶ÉÖ¸ÉÖ¨É vÉÒ®ÉhÉÉÆ ªÉä xÉºiÉÊuSÉSÉÊIÉ®ä **10**

Sreenarayana Guru’s Malayalam 
Translation

A-h‑n-Z‑y s‑I‑m-ï‑p-Å-X-\‑y‑w 
h‑n-Z‑y s‑I‑m-ï‑p-Å-X-\‑y-a‑m‑w 
F-¶‑p t‑IÄ-¡‑p-¶‑n-t‑X‑m-X‑p-¶
]-Þ‑n-X-·‑m-c‑nÂ \‑n ¶‑p  \‑m‑w..

“One thing, they say, is obtained through 
Vidyā, and another through Avidyā. Thus 
have we heard from the wise who declared 
that to us.” Here, the dhīrāḥ — the wise seers 
— are cited as authorities. They teach that 
vidyā and avidyā lead to different results. 
Vidyā leads to the realization of the Eternal; 
avidyā to mastery over the temporal. Sri 
Aurobindo interprets this verse as the first 
step toward synthesis. Humanity has two 
lines of development — the outer, through 
works and empirical knowledge, and the 
inner, through contemplation and spiritual 
insight. The wise maintain that both paths are 
valid and yield distinct fruits. The empha-
sis is on complementarity: each aspect is 
incomplete without the other. The world is 
the field for the manifestation of the Spirit, 
and knowledge of the Spirit must illuminate 
worldly action.
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4.3.3. Verse 11
Sanskrit (Devanāgarī):

Ê´ÉtÉÆ SÉÉÊ´ÉtÉÆ SÉ ªÉºiÉuänÉä¦ÉªÉÆ ºÉ½ *

+Ê´ÉtªÉÉ ¨ÉÞiªÉÖÆ iÉÒiÉÇÂ´ÉÉ Ê´ÉtªÉÉ¨ÉÞiÉ¨É¶xÉÖiÉä * *11 * *

Sreenarayana Guru’s Malayalam 
Translation

A-k‑w-`‑q-X‑n-s‑b-b‑m-c‑m-[‑n-þ
¸-h-c-Ô-X-a-Ê‑n-e‑p‑w
t‑]‑m-I‑p-¶‑p k‑w-`‑q-X‑n-c-X-þ
c-t‑X-¡‑mÄ I‑q-c‑n-c‑p-«‑n-e‑p‑w.  

Sri Aurobindo’s Translation:

“Into a blind darkness they enter who 
worship the Non-Manifested; into still greater 
darkness, as it were, those who delight 
only in the Manifested.” 	 This verse 
moves from vidyā–avidyā to another pair 
— asambhūti (the Unmanifest, transcendent 
aspect of Brahman) and sambhūti (the 
Manifest, immanent aspect). Those who 
worship only the transcendent (asambhūta) 
fall into darkness because they deny the 
Divine in creation. Those who delight only 
in manifestation (sambhūta) fall into greater 
darkness because they lose awareness of the 
Infinite. Sri Aurobindo interprets this as the 
spiritual error of exclusiveness. The Divine 
is both the eternal silence and the dynamic 
creation. True realization lies in perceiving 
the world as the expression of the Eternal. 
To reject either is to lose half the truth.

4.3.5. Verse 13
Sanskrit (Devanāgarī): 

+xªÉnä´ÉÉ½Ö& ºÉ¨¦É´ÉÉnÂ +xªÉnÉ½Ö®ºÉ¨¦É´ÉÉ± *

<ÊiÉ ¶ÉÖ¸ÉÖ¨É vÉÒ®ÉhÉÉÆ ªÉä xÉºiÉÊuSÉSÉÊIÉ®ä * * 13* *

Sreenarayana Guru’s Malayalam 
Translation

k‑w-`‑q-X‑n  s‑I‑m-ï‑p-Å-X-\‑y-þ
a-k‑w-`‑q-X‑n-P-a-\‑y-a‑m‑w 
F-¶‑p t‑IÄ-¡‑p-¶‑n-t‑X‑m-X‑p-¶
]-Þ‑n-X-·‑m-c‑nÂ \‑n ¶‑p  \‑m‑w.

Sri Aurobindo’s Translation:

“One thing, they say, comes by the Birth 
(Manifestation); another, they say, by the 
Non-Birth (Unmanifest). Thus, have we 
heard from the wise who declared that to us.” 
Just as verse 10 did for vidyā–avidyā, this 
verse distinguishes the fruits of sambhūti and 
asambhūti. The wise affirm that the worship 
of the manifested and the unmanifested yields 
different results. Sri Aurobindo notes that 
sambhūti (manifestation) represents the 
divine becoming — the process by which 
the Eternal expresses itself in the finite. 
Asambhūti (unmanifest) signifies the static, 
transcendent state of the Divine. Both are 
essential: the transcendent gives freedom 
from bondage, while the manifest grants the 
joy of creation. The seeker must therefore 
understand and embrace both aspects of 
Reality.

4.3.6. Verse 14
Sanskrit (Devanāgarī):
 
ºÉÆ¦ÉÚÊiÉ¨ SÉ Ê´ÉxÉÉ¶ÉÆ SÉ ªÉºiÉuänÉä¦ÉªÉÆ ºÉ½ *

Ê´ÉxÉÉ¶ÉäxÉ ¨ÉÞiªÉÖÆ iÉÒiÉÇÂ´ÉÉ ºÉ¨¦ÉÚiªÉÉ¨ÉÞiÉ¨É¶xÉÖiÉä * *14* *

Sreenarayana Guru’s Malayalam 
Translation

 
h‑n-\‑m-i‑w s‑I‑m-ï‑p a‑r-X‑n-s‑b-þ
¡-S-¶-a‑r-X-a‑m‑w ]-Z‑w 
k‑w-`‑q-X‑n s‑I‑m-ï‑p k‑w-{‑]‑m-]‑n-þ
¡‑p-¶‑p c-ï‑p-a-d‑n-ª-hÀ
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Sri Aurobindo’s Translation:

 “He who knows both the Birth and the 
Destruction together, crosses death through 
the Destruction and attains immortality 
through the Birth.” This verse brings the 
synthesis to completion. The Upanishad 
affirms that one who knows both the 
unmanifest (asambhūti/vināśa) and the 
manifest (sambhūti) transcends mortality 
and attains immortality. For Aurobindo, 
vināśa is the dissolution of form — the 
realization of the transient nature of material 
existence. Through this understanding, man 
conquers death. Sambhūti is the creative 
becoming — the divine manifestation that 
makes immortality possible even in life. 
This is the culminating teaching: not escape 
from the world, but divine life within it. 
Immortality is not a post-mortem state but 
the realization of the Eternal here and now.

4.3.6. Philosophical 
Synthesis
4.3.6.1. Duality Integration 
Result 

Vidyā – Avidyā Knowledge + Action Freedom 
from death, attainment of immortality

Sambhūti – Asambhūti Manifest + Unmanifest 
Comprehension of both the finite and infinite

Ignorance – Wisdom Worldly experience 
+ Spiritual insight Integral knowledge 
(pūrṇavidyā)

Individual – Universal “So’ham asmi” 
realization Unity of self and cosmos

Sri Aurobindo interprets this portion as 
an early vision of integral consciousness. 
The Upanishad does not divide existence 
into spirit and matter but perceives them as 
two modes of one Reality. The synthesis of 
opposites leads to perfection — the pūrṇatva 
that is the hallmark of Indian wisdom.

4.3.6.2. The Central Idea of 
Integration

Verses 9–14 of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad form 
a distinct philosophical unit that deals with 
the paradox of opposites and their ultimate 
reconciliation. These verses discuss two 
pairs of concepts — vidyā (knowledge) and 
avidyā (ignorance), sambhūti (manifestation) 
and asambhūti (non-manifestation). The 
Upanishadic seer does not treat these as 
opposites in conflict but as complementary 
forces necessary for the total realization of 
truth.

In human experience, knowledge often 
stands for spiritual realization, while 
ignorance represents the practical life 
of work and activity in the world. The 
Upanishad, however, teaches that both are 
essential. Ignorance (avidyā) is not evil; it 
is the field of human evolution. Through 
activity and worldly engagement, the soul 
gains experience and grows in consciousness. 
Knowledge (vidyā), on the other hand, is 
the power of inner realization that liberates 
the soul from the limitations of ignorance. 
True wisdom lies not in choosing one over 
the other but in integrating both — realizing 
the Divine through action and transforming 
action through Divine knowledge. This 
principle of integration forms the foundation 
of the Upanishadic worldview. It rejects 
exclusivism — the notion that spiritual life 
requires withdrawal from the world. Instead, 
it emphasizes a holistic vision in which life 
and spirit, knowledge and experience, are 
harmonized as expressions of one Reality.

4.3.7. Knowledge and 
Ignorance: Two Paths to 
Realization

The Upanishad first examines the apparent 
opposition between vidyā and avidyā. 
Conventionally, avidyā is understood as 
ignorance, and vidyā as true knowledge. 
However, the Upanishad uses these terms 
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in a more nuanced way. Avidyā refers to the 
knowledge of the external world — empirical, 
practical, and action-oriented — while vidyā 
refers to the inner realization of the Eternal, 
the awareness of the Self.

According to the seers, those who are 
attached only to worldly pursuits fall into 
the darkness of ignorance; but those who 
reject the world entirely and cling only 
to abstract spiritual knowledge fall into a 
deeper darkness. The true path is to recognize 
the need for both. The world is a field of 
experience through which the soul evolves, 
while inner knowledge reveals the Divine 
significance of that experience.

Sri Aurobindo interprets this as the first 
stage of integral knowledge. He explains that 
by avidyā, one conquers death — that is, by 
engaging in action, man learns to master the 
external forces of life. By vidyā, one attains 
immortality — that is, by realizing the Divine 
consciousness, he transcends the limitations 
of the ego. Both must coexist. Knowledge 
without action leads to inertia; action without 
knowledge leads to bondage. Their synthesis 
brings freedom and perfection.

4.3.8. Manifestation and 
Non-Manifestation
The next pair of concepts presented in 

the Upanishad is sambhūti (manifestation or 
birth) and asambhūti (non-manifestation or 
the unborn, transcendent state). Here again, 
the seer avoids dualistic opposition. The 
asambhūta represents the eternal, formless 
aspect of the Divine — the Brahman that 
transcends all creation. The sambhūta, on the 
other hand, represents the dynamic, creative 
aspect — the same Brahman expressed as 
the universe.

The Upanishad warns that those who 
worship only the transcendent fall into the 

darkness of denial — they reject life and the 
Divine immanence in the world. Those who 
cling only to the manifested forms fall into 
a deeper darkness — they lose sight of the 
Infinite that pervades all. True realization is 
the knowledge of both aspects together: the 
Eternal that transcends and the Eternal that 
manifest. Aurobindo explains this duality 
as the eternal polarity of the Divine — Sat 
(Being) and Śakti (Power). The seeker 
must experience the Divine not only as the 
silent Self but also as the dynamic Force 
that creates, sustains, and transforms the 
world. In other words, Brahman is both the 
Beyond and the Here; Spirit is both stillness 
and movement.

4.3.9. The Philosophy of 
Complementarity
The distinctive contribution of the 

Īśāvāsyopaniṣad lies in its insistence on 
complementarity. Each apparent contradiction 
in life — knowledge and ignorance, spirit 
and matter, birth and death — conceals 
a deeper unity. The Upanishad’s wisdom 
consists in reconciling these contradictions, 
recognizing that both sides of the polarity 
are expressions of one Reality.

From a human perspective, this means 
that neither intellectual knowledge nor 
material success alone can bring fulfillment. 
True knowledge (pūrṇavidyā) arises only 
when both are integrated — when action is 
guided by spiritual awareness, and spiritual 
awareness expresses itself through purposeful 
action. In Aurobindo’s words, “Life itself 
becomes the Yoga.” The individual does 
not abandon the world but transforms it 
through divine consciousness.

This philosophy of complementarity also 
resonates with modern thought. Science 
and spirituality, reason and faith, are not 
enemies but allies in the human quest for 

121 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



truth. The Upanishadic synthesis anticipates 
this modern ideal of holistic understanding. 
It teaches that the integration of all forms of 
knowledge — physical, psychological, and 
spiritual — is the key to human perfection.

4.3.10 Overcoming Death 
and Attaining Immortality

The Upanishad often speaks in terms of 
“crossing death” and “attaining immortality.” 
These are not merely poetic phrases but 
metaphors for spiritual evolution. Death 
symbolizes ignorance — the limitation 
imposed by ego and finitude. Immortality 
signifies realization — the awakening 
to the infinite consciousness within. By 
combining avidyā and vidyā, man crosses 
death through action and attains immortality 
through realization. By combining sambhūti 
and asambhūti, he transcends the cycle of 
creation and dissolution, perceiving both 
as movements of one Eternal Being. The 
world of becoming (sambhūti) and the 
reality of being (asambhūti) are not opposed 
but complementary aspects of truth. Sri 
Aurobindo interprets immortality not as 
survival after death but as the realization 
of the eternal consciousness in life. When 
one perceives all existence as the play 
of the Divine, death loses its sting. The 
integration of knowledge and experience 

thus leads to spiritual freedom even while 
living — jīvanmukti.

4.3.11. The Integral Vision 
of Sri Aurobindo

Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad transforms its ancient 
message into a modern spiritual philosophy. 
He sees in verses 9–14 the seeds of an 
integral worldview. The Upanishad does 
not teach escapism or ascetic withdrawal 
but the divinization of life through spiritual 
realization. For Aurobindo, the human being 
is not meant to reject the material world but 
to spiritualize it. Knowledge (vidyā) must 
guide and illuminate experience (avidyā), 
while experience gives knowledge its living 
substance. Similarly, the transcendent 
(asambhūti) must express itself in the manifest 
(sambhūti). This dynamic integration forms 
the core of his Integral Yoga. The goal is 
to realize the Divine not only in meditation 
but in every act, thought, and movement of 
daily life. Thus, Aurobindo’s vision aligns 
perfectly with the Upanishadic ideal: the 
synthesis of opposites in a single harmony. 
The spiritual seeker is called not to renounce 
life but to live it as an offering to the Divine 
— to see God in the world and the world 
in God.
 

Recap

	♦ True wisdom lies in uniting worldly action with spiritual insight for 
complete knowledge.

	♦ True knowledge comes from uniting vidyâ and avidyâ, as both are 
complementary paths to realization.

	♦ True realization unites vidyâ and avidyâ, transcending death through 
action and gaining immortality through knowledge

	♦ True realization sees the Divine as both transcendent and immanent.
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	♦ True knowledge unites the manifest and unmanifest, bringing freedom 
and fulfillment.

	♦ True realization transcends death through knowing creation and dissolution 
as one.

	♦ The Upanishad envisions unity of spirit and matter as one Reality, 
achieving perfection through their harmony.

	♦ Verses 9–14 show knowledge and ignorance as complementary paths 
to truth.

	♦ True wisdom is uniting knowledge and action to realize the Divine in life.

	♦ The Upanishad sees vidyâ and avidyâ as inner and worldly knowledge, 
both vital for truth.

	♦ Wisdom is balancing action and realization for spiritual growth.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo says avidyâ conquers death, vidyâ grants immortality, 
and their union brings freedom.

	♦ The Upanishad sees sambhûti and asambhûti as complementary aspects 
of the Divine.

	♦ True realization knows the Eternal both beyond and within creation.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo calls this the unity of Sat and Œakti — Spirit as stillness 
and movement.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad reveals that all opposites are complementary 
aspects of one Reality.

	♦ True fulfillment comes from uniting knowledge and action, making 
life a form of Yoga.

	♦ The Upanishadic ideal joins science and spirituality for holistic truth 
and perfection.

	♦ By uniting vidyâ–avidyâ and sambhûti–asambhûti, one transcends 
death and attains immortality.

	♦ Sri Aurobindo sees it as a call to spiritualize life through harmony of 
knowledge and action.

	♦ The Upanishad urges balanced education that integrates intellect, prac-
tice, and spirituality
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Objective Questions

1.	 What does avidyâ refer to in the context of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

2.	 According to the Upanishad, what happens to those who follow avidyâ 
alone?

3.	 Who are referred to as dhîrâḥ in verse 10?

4.	 In verse 11, what does “crossing death by avidyâ” signify according 
to Sri Aurobindo?

5.	 In the pair sambhûti and asambhûti, what does asambhûti represent?

6.	 What is the danger of worshipping only the sambhûta (manifested)?

7.	 According to Sri Aurobindo, what does immortality (amṛtatva) mean 
in the Upanishadic 

Answers

1.	 Knowledge of the external world and action

2.	 They enter into blind darkness

3.	 The wise seers

4.	 Conquering material ignorance through experience

5.	 The transcendent or unmanifest aspect of Brahman

6.	 Forgetting the infinite

7.	 Realization of the Eternal in life

Assignments

1.	 Explain the Upanishadic principle of integration as revealed in verses 
9–11 of the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad. How does it reconcile avidyā and vidyā?

2.	 Discuss the meaning of sambhûti and asambhûti in verses 12–14. 
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How does the Upanishad present them as complementary aspects of 
one Reality?

3.	 Analyze Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation of “He who knows both Knowledge 
and Ignorance together, crosses death by the Ignorance and attains 
immortality by the Knowledge.”

4.	 Describe how Sri Aurobindo’s Integral Yoga is rooted in the Upanishadic 
vision of synthesis between the spiritual and material life.

5.	 Evaluate the relevance of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad’s philosophy of integration 
in modern education and daily life. How can knowledge and action be 
harmonized in contemporary living?
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 Integration of Knowledge in 
Guru: Isavasya Upanishad.

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the main ideas of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad in relation to knowledge 
and realization

	♦  understand Sree Narayana Guru’s interpretation of Vedantic principles

	♦ analyze how Sree Narayana Guru integrated the spiritual, ethical, and 
social dimensions of knowledge

	♦ evaluate the relevance of Guru’s philosophy in contemporary educational 
and social contexts

	♦ reflect on the concept of the unity of existence and the moral vision it 
promotes.

Before studying the section on Knowledge and Liberation in the context of the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad and Sree Narayana Guru, learners should have a basic understand-
ing of key Indian philosophical concepts such as Ātman (Self), Brahman (ultimate 
reality), jñāna (knowledge), avidyā (ignorance), mokṣa (liberation), and Advaita 
(non-duality). It is also essential to be familiar with the Upanishadic worldview, 
which emphasizes the unity of all existence and the idea that true knowledge leads 
to freedom. A general awareness of the social and historical context of 19th- and 
early 20th-century Kerala will help students appreciate how Sree Narayana Guru 
reinterpreted the Upanishadic ideals to address issues like caste discrimination, 
inequality, and ignorance. Learners should recognize the distinction between vidyā 
(spiritual knowledge) and avidyā (empirical knowledge), and understand their inte-
gration as vital for human development. Familiarity with the ethical principles of 

4
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nishkāma karma (selfless action) and the ideal of “By renouncing, enjoy” from the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad will aid in grasping how Guru harmonized spirituality with social 
service, reason with faith, and liberation with love and compassion.

Keywords
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, Upanishad, Empirical Knowledge, Integrated Knowledge, Social 

Reform, Sree Narayana Guru, Knowledge, Liberation

Discussion

4.4.1. Philosophical 
Context of Knowledge in 
Indian Tradition

The Indian philosophical tradition 
understands knowledge (jñāna) as far 
more than intellectual understanding or the 
collection of information. It is viewed as 
the illumination of consciousness—a direct 
awakening to truth that dispels ignorance 
and reveals the unity of all existence. This 
realization, known as Self-knowledge 
(ātma-jñāna), leads to liberation (mokṣa) 
— freedom from the cycle of ignorance, 
attachment, and suffering. The Upanishads, 
the culminating wisdom of the Vedas, express 
this philosophy with remarkable depth and 
clarity. They teach that true knowledge is 
not about the external world alone but about 
recognizing the divine essence that pervades 
everything. Among these sacred texts, the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad stands out for its concise yet 
profound vision of the universe as pervaded 
by the divine (Īśa), offering an integrated 
outlook that unites spirituality and ethics.

Sree Narayana Guru (1856–1928) 
reinterpreted this ancient Upanishadic 
wisdom in the context of his time, when 
society in Kerala and much of India was 
deeply affected by caste discrimination, 
ignorance, and inequality. The Guru saw that 

spiritual wisdom had lost its transformative 
power because it was confined to ritualism 
and restricted by social barriers. He sought 
to revive the spirit of true knowledge by 
emphasizing education, moral living, and 
self-realization. His approach was both 
rational and compassionate: he encouraged 
people to cultivate understanding and virtue, 
while freeing themselves from superstition 
and prejudice. For Guru, knowledge was 
not an end in itself but a path to liberation 
through enlightenment, equality, and service.

In his teachings, Sree Narayana Guru 
integrated metaphysics, ethics, and social 
reform into a single vision of human 
development. He did not separate the quest 
for spiritual truth from the responsibility 
to live ethically and work for the welfare 
of others. Knowledge, in his view, must 
purify the mind and expand the heart. It 
must lead to inner transformation and 
social upliftment. Thus, Guru’s philosophy 
echoes the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad’s teaching that 
realization of the divine presence in all 
beings should guide one’s actions in the 
world. In this way, Guru transformed the 
Upanishadic pursuit of knowledge into 
a living practice of compassion, justice, 
and universal brotherhood — a vision that 
continues to inspire spiritual and social 
awakening even today.
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4.4. 2. Philosophical Vision 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad begins with the 

powerful declaration:

“Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam yat kiñca jagatyāṃ 
jagat” —

“All this—whatever moves in this moving 
world—is pervaded by the Lord.”

This statement establishes the central 
theme of the text: the divine pervades 
everything. The Upanishad thus integrates the 
spiritual and material worlds into one whole. 
It teaches that renunciation and enjoyment are 
not contradictory but complementary aspects 
of life. The seeker is advised to live in the 
world with awareness of divine presence in 
all. The text also warns against ignorance 
(avidyā) and partial knowledge that leads 
to bondage. It differentiates between vidyā 
(spiritual knowledge) and avidyā (worldly or 
empirical knowledge), suggesting that both 
are necessary for the complete realization of 
truth. The harmony between the two forms 
of knowledge forms the core of integration.

Sree Narayana Guru and the Upanishadic 
Tradition

Sree Narayana Guru was profoundly 
shaped by the rich Vedantic and Upanishadic 
heritage of India, yet his engagement with 
these traditions was not that of a mere 
commentator or scholar — it was that of a 
visionary reformer who sought to translate 
spiritual truth into social transformation. 
His understanding of Vedanta went beyond 
metaphysical abstraction or ritualistic 
observance; it was a living philosophy, 
grounded in compassion, reason, and human 
equality. He recognized that true religion 
must serve humanity, and true knowledge 
must elevate life. For the Guru, spiritual 
realization and social reform were inseparable 
aspects of the same truth.

In the traditional Vedantic system, Advaita 
(non-duality) is the realization that the 
individual self (Ātman) and the universal 
reality (Brahman) are one. However, 
Sree Narayana Guru reinterpreted this 
metaphysical principle as a social and ethical 
ideal. He taught that if all existence is one in 
essence, then discrimination and inequality 
among human beings are expressions of 
ignorance (avidyā). Thus, Advaita was not 
to be confined to meditation or philosophical 
discourse but had to be expressed through 
love, compassion, and mutual respect in 
everyday life. His vision made Advaita a 
principle of social unity and moral action, 
rather than mere speculative thought.

Guru’s writings and spiritual works reveal 
his deep engagement with the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, 
one of the most universal and inclusive of all 
Upanishads. The Upanishad proclaims that 
“All this — whatever moves in this moving 
world — is pervaded by the Lord.” Sree 
Narayana Guru absorbed this idea of the 
divine immanence of all things and saw it as 
the foundation for ethical conduct and social 
harmony. He interpreted the Upanishadic 
insight not as withdrawal from the world 
but as a call to see the divine in every being. 
This vision implies that serving others is, 
in truth, serving God.

In the Guru’s thought, spiritual realization 
(jñāna) must necessarily lead to ethical 
practice (dharma) and social service (seva). 
A person who truly perceives oneness cannot 
harm, exploit, or look down upon another. 
The inner realization of unity must radiate 
outward as compassion and justice. Thus, 
he insisted that religion should not divide 
people into castes and creeds, but unite them 
as members of a single human family.

His famous declaration — “One caste, one 
religion, one God for man” — beautifully 
encapsulates this Upanishadic ideal of oneness 
(advaita) in practical terms. It represents his 
attempt to bring the metaphysical truth of 
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unity into the realm of social ethics. For Guru, 
caste discrimination, untouchability, and 
inequality were manifestations of ignorance 
and spiritual blindness. True worship of God, 
he said, lies not in rituals but in recognizing 
the same divine light in all beings.

By combining the philosophical depth of 
the Upanishads with the social conscience 
of a reformer, Sree Narayana Guru created 
a dynamic and inclusive philosophy. His 
teachings bridged the gap between theory 
and practice, spirituality and humanity, 
metaphysics and ethics. In doing so, he not 
only revived the spirit of Vedanta but also 
redefined it for modern times — making it 
a force for universal brotherhood, peace, 
and moral regeneration. 

4.4.4 Concept of 
Knowledge (Jñāna) in Sree 
Narayana Philosophy
According to Sree Narayana Guru, 

knowledge (jñāna) is far more than the 
accumulation of facts or intellectual 
understanding — it is the realization of truth 
through direct experience. True knowledge 
reveals the unity that pervades all diversity. It 
dissolves the illusion of separateness created 
by ignorance (avidyā) and egoism, allowing 
one to perceive the oneness of existence. For 
the Guru, this realization is not a theoretical 
concept but a living experience (anubhava) 
that transforms the individual’s vision, 
character, and way of life. Knowledge, in its 
highest form, becomes a means of liberation 
(mokṣa) — freedom from ignorance, fear, 
and selfishness.

Sree Narayana Guru often emphasized that 
knowledge should lead to self-purification 
and inner illumination. He distinguished 
between lower knowledge, which deals with 
the external and material world, and higher 
knowledge, which reveals the inner Self. The 
purpose of education and reflection, therefore, 
is to awaken this inner awareness. When one 

realizes that the same Self (Ātman) dwells in 
all beings, all notions of division — based 
on caste, religion, or social status — lose 
their meaning. In this sense, knowledge 
becomes the foundation of ethical living, 
for it inspires compassion, equality, and 
universal love.

In his philosophical poem Ātmopadeśa 
Śatakam (“One Hundred Verses of Self-
Instruction”), Guru presents this idea 
through the method of self-inquiry and 
self-instruction (ātma-upadeśa). Here, the 
seeker is both the teacher and the student, 
reflecting deeply upon the nature of the Self 
and reality. This process of self-reflection 
is a journey from ignorance to wisdom 
— from outward identification with body 
and mind to the inward realization of the 
eternal consciousness that underlies all. Guru 
describes this awakening as a gradual process 
of inner transformation, where knowledge 
becomes self-illumination, dispelling the 
darkness of ignorance like light removing 
shadow.

This vision resonates profoundly with 
the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, which teaches that the 
divine (Īśa) pervades everything — both 
within and without. The Upanishad invites the 
seeker to perceive all beings as expressions 
of the same divine essence, to act in the 
world without attachment, and to live in 
harmony with all. Sree Narayana Guru’s 
interpretation of knowledge reflects this 
Upanishadic worldview: knowing oneself 
is not separate from knowing the world, for 
both are manifestations of the same ultimate 
reality (Brahman).

Thus, for Sree Narayana Guru, knowledge 
is a bridge between the inner and outer 
dimensions of life. It unites meditation 
with action, wisdom with compassion, and 
personal realization with social responsibility. 
A person who truly knows the Self sees no 
difference between “I” and “you,” “mine” 
and “yours.” Such a knower lives in peace 
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and works for the well-being of all. In this 
integrated vision, knowledge becomes the 
light of both spiritual enlightenment and 
social harmony, guiding humanity toward 
a world of unity, justice, and love.

Integration of Spiritual and Empirical 
Knowledge:

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad presents a profound 
and balanced view of knowledge. It declares 
that both vidyā (spiritual knowledge) and 
avidyā (worldly or empirical knowledge) are 
necessary for the complete development of 
the human being. According to the Upanishad, 
vidyā leads to immortality — the realization 
of the eternal Self — while avidyā helps in 
mastering the world of material existence 
and overcoming practical ignorance. When 
either one is pursued in isolation, it results 
in imbalance: avidyā alone binds one to the 
world of sense and ego, while vidyā alone 
can lead to neglect of social and worldly 
responsibilities. Hence, the Upanishad calls 
for a harmonious integration of the two — 
where spiritual vision guides worldly activity, 
and practical knowledge supports spiritual 
growth.

Sree Narayana Guru deeply understood 
and creatively applied this Upanishadic 
insight in his philosophy of education. 
He believed that true education must not 
divide the human being into compartments 
of “religious” and “secular,” but rather unite 
all dimensions of knowledge into a single, 
holistic pursuit of truth. His educational vision 
thus combined spiritual wisdom (vidyā) with 
scientific and practical learning (avidyā). 
For him, spiritual education awakened 
moral and inner awareness, while scientific 
education developed reasoning, creativity, 
and material well-being. Both were essential 
for the progress of individuals and society.

In practice, Guru expressed this integration 
through his social and institutional work. He 
established schools, libraries, and temples 
not merely as places of worship or study, 

but as centres of enlightenment — where 
all could have access to learning without 
the barriers of caste, gender, or religion. 
His schools promoted modern education 
in science, language, and technology, 
while his temples served as symbols of 
spiritual equality and unity. In doing so, he 
democratized knowledge, making it a tool 
for both personal liberation and collective 
upliftment.

Guru’s synthesis of vidyā and avidyā also 
reflects his broad and inclusive worldview. 
He saw no contradiction between modern 
rationalism and ancient Vedantic insight. 
For him, science and spirituality were not 
opposing forces but complementary paths 
leading to the same truth. Science explores 
the external world; spirituality reveals the 
inner essence. When harmonized, they yield 
wisdom that is both practical and liberating.

Thus, by bridging traditional Vedantic 
understanding with modern education and 
scientific thought, Sree Narayana Guru 
created a model of holistic education — 
one that nurtures both the intellect and the 
spirit, equips individuals for worldly life, 
and guides them toward self-realization. In 
his vision, knowledge becomes a unifying 
force that heals divisions between faith and 
reason, religion and science, individual and 
society — leading humanity toward freedom, 
harmony, and universal enlightenment.

4.4.6. Ethical Dimension of 
Integrated Knowledge

Ethics occupies a central and inseparable 
place in Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy 
of knowledge. For him, knowledge was not 
merely the accumulation of ideas or the 
pursuit of intellectual excellence, but a sacred 
process that must culminate in right living. 
He firmly believed that true knowledge and 
moral virtue are interdependent — realization 
without righteousness is incomplete, and 
righteousness without knowledge lacks depth 
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and direction. Knowledge, in its highest 
form, is the awareness of the divine essence 
pervading all existence, and this awareness 
must naturally express itself in ethical 
conduct, compassion, and service to others.

The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad beautifully conveys 
this moral-spiritual integration. It teaches that 
all actions should be performed in a spirit 
of selflessness and renunciation, without 
attachment to personal gain. The seeker is 
instructed to live in the world, perform duties, 
and yet remain detached — seeing all as 
expressions of the same Divine Reality. This 
ideal of nishkāma karma (selfless action) 
finds a living reflection in Sree Narayana 
Guru’s thought. He emphasized that the 
highest knowledge must lead to love and 
service (seva). Knowledge that does not 
inspire humility, compassion, and social 
responsibility, he warned, is hollow and 
unfulfilled.

Guru’s ethical outlook was universal 
and practical. He taught that the realization 
of oneness (Advaita) should not remain a 
metaphysical abstraction but must be lived 
out through actions that uphold justice, 
equality, and human dignity. This vision 
transformed ethics from a mere code of 
conduct into a dynamic expression of 
spiritual awareness. Through his life and 
teachings, Guru demonstrated that spiritual 
realization and social reform are not separate 
or opposing pursuits but two sides of the 
same truth. Enlightenment must flower into 
empathy, and inner peace must radiate as 
outer harmony.

An educated person, according to Guru, 
is not merely one who reads scriptures or 
acquires skills, but one who lives ethically 
— acting with a deep sense of responsibility 
toward all beings. Awareness of the divine 
unity in all should naturally inspire non-
violence, honesty, humility, and love. Thus, 
in Guru’s philosophy, ethics is not imposed 
from outside; it springs from inner realization. 

When knowledge becomes wisdom and 
wisdom becomes compassion, human life 
attains its true fulfillment.

4.4.7.Integration of 
Knowledge and Social 
Reform
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad promotes the 

profound idea that the entire universe is 
pervaded by the Divine — that every being 
and object is a manifestation of the same 
supreme reality. When this truth is realized, 
one perceives unity amidst diversity and 
harmony amidst apparent conflict. Sree 
Narayana Guru not only understood this 
vision philosophically but also applied 
it practically in the social and ethical 
sphere of his time. Living in an age when 
Kerala’s society was fragmented by rigid 
caste divisions, untouchability, and social 
exclusion, Guru sought to translate this 
Upanishadic insight into a living social 
principle.

He taught that the divinity that pervades 
all beings implies the essential equality of 
all human beings. Therefore, discrimination 
based on caste, creed, or birth is not only 
socially unjust but also spiritually false. To 
bring this ideal into reality, Guru undertook 
a series of transformative reforms. He 
established temples open to all, thereby 
challenging the monopoly of priestly classes 
over religious practice. He founded schools 
and educational institutions to ensure that the 
light of knowledge — previously confined to 
privileged sections — would reach everyone, 
irrespective of caste or social status. By 
doing so, he democratized knowledge and 
made education a means for both personal 
enlightenment and social uplift.

Guru also utilized publications and writings 
to spread his message of equality, rationality, 
and moral awakening. He saw education 
not merely as intellectual training but as a 
process of awakening human consciousness 
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to the deeper unity of existence. Thus, he 
integrated knowledge with action — blending 
the Upanishadic wisdom of seeing the Self 
in all with a compassionate commitment to 
social transformation.

For Guru, true spirituality could never 
remain passive or confined to rituals. It must 
express itself in acts of justice, compassion, 
and service. He declared that “One caste, 
one religion, one God for man” was not a 
slogan of uniformity but a call to realize the 
inherent oneness of humanity. In this way, 
the integration of knowledge became both 
a spiritual and ethical force — a means of 
liberation not only from internal ignorance 
and egoism but also from external oppression 
and social bondage.

The Educational Vision of Sree 
Narayana Guru:

Sree Narayana Guru’s educational vision 
was deeply rooted in his belief that knowledge 
must be holistic — nurturing the physical, 
intellectual, moral, and spiritual dimensions 
of human life. For him, true education was not 
confined to book learning or the acquisition 
of worldly skills; it was a process of inner 
growth and self-cultivation that leads to 
harmony within oneself and with the world. 
The Guru recognized that human beings 
are not merely rational creatures but also 
moral and spiritual beings who must learn 
to balance thought with feeling, intellect 
with intuition, and individual advancement 
with social responsibility.

He emphasized that education should 
develop reasoning and intuition side by 
side, for both are essential to the fullness 
of human understanding. Rational education 
sharpens the intellect and prepares individuals 
to engage with the world effectively, while 
intuitive insight awakens the moral and 
spiritual awareness that gives direction 
and meaning to knowledge. In this way, 
Guru envisioned education as a path toward 

wisdom (prajñā) rather than mere information 
— wisdom that enlightens the mind and 
purifies the heart.

The educational institutions established 
under his inspiration were secular in character 
yet spiritual in spirit. Guru did not confine 
education within any religious or caste 
boundaries; he saw learning as the birthright 
of every human being. His schools promoted 
scientific learning, moral training, and 
spiritual reflection — integrating traditional 
Indian values with modern education. He 
believed that spirituality should not be 
divorced from daily life, and that secular 
knowledge must be guided by ethical and 
spiritual ideals. This synthesis of science and 
spirituality reflected his deep understanding 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, which teaches that 
the divine pervades all aspects of existence.

In line with this Upanishadic vision, Guru 
taught that education must reveal the divine 
essence in all beings and things. To know 
the world rightly is to see the presence of 
the same universal reality — Īśa — in every 
form of life. Such awareness awakens a 
profound sense of unity, responsibility, and 
universal love, dissolving the barriers of 
caste, creed, and social inequality. For him, 
education was not merely preparation for a 
career but a means of spiritual awakening 
and social transformation.

Thus, the integration of knowledge in 
Guru’s philosophy is both a personal and 
collective process. On the personal level, 
education refines the individual’s character, 
awakens self-knowledge, and leads to inner 
freedom. On the collective level, it becomes a 
force for building a just, compassionate, and 
enlightened society. Through education, Guru 
sought to create not only learned individuals 
but also liberated and humane citizens — men 
and women capable of realizing the unity 
of life and working for the welfare of all.
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4.4.8. Knowledge and 
Liberation (Mokṣa)
For both the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad and 

Sree Narayana Guru, the ultimate goal of 
knowledge (jñāna) is liberation (mokṣa) — 
the realization of the true Self as identical 
with the universal consciousness. In the 
Upanishadic tradition, liberation is not a 
distant state achieved after death, nor is it 
withdrawal from worldly life; rather, it is the 
awakening of insight that dispels ignorance 
(avidyā). When ignorance is removed, the 
individual perceives reality as it truly is — a 
manifestation of the one divine presence that 
pervades all. This realization frees a person 
from the illusions of separateness, egoism, 
and attachment, allowing one to live in the 
world with peace and equanimity.

Sree Narayana Guru interpreted mokṣa in 
this same light but gave it a more practical and 
ethical orientation. For him, liberation was 
not a passive escape into solitude but a state of 
inner freedom that naturally expresses itself 
in love, compassion, and selfless service. 
True freedom, he taught, lies in mastering 
one’s desires and ego, not in renouncing the 
world. When the mind becomes pure and the 
heart expands in universal love, life itself 
becomes a form of liberation. Thus, Guru’s 
Advaita emphasizes spiritual freedom within 
action — living in the world without being 
enslaved by it.

The Guru’s understanding of liberation 
perfectly corresponds with the Upanishadic 
ideal that renunciation (tyāga) and 
enjoyment (bhoga) are not contradictory. 
The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad opens with the 
injunction: “Tenā tyaktena bhuñjīthāḥ” — 
“By renouncing, enjoy.” This paradoxical 
statement conveys that genuine enjoyment 
arises only when one renounces selfish 
possession and sees all life as divine. Guru 
embodied this teaching by showing that 
detachment does not mean indifference; it 
means freedom from ego while actively 

engaging in the welfare of others.

For Sree Narayana Guru, therefore, 
liberation is living in harmony with the 
world, seeing it as the divine play of the same 
consciousness that shines within oneself. 
The liberated person acts without selfish 
motives, serves without expectation, and 
loves without distinction. Such a person 
experiences joy not through possession but 
through participation in the universal life.

In this way, both the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad and 
Sree Narayana Guru affirm that mokṣa is 
not the rejection of the world but its right 
understanding. It is the realization that the 
world and the Self are one — that the entire 
universe is pervaded by the same reality 
called Īśa or Brahman. When this vision 
dawns, every action becomes worship, every 
relationship becomes sacred, and every 
moment becomes an expression of freedom.

4.4.9. The Relevance of 
Guru’s Integrated Vision 
Today
In the contemporary world, where 

knowledge is fragmented into specialized 
disciplines, Sree Narayana Guru’s idea of 
integrated knowledge offers an inspiring 
model. His thought encourages synthesis 
between science and spirituality, ethics and 
economics, individual growth and collective 
welfare. The Guru’s philosophy reminds 
us that true knowledge is not measured by 
degrees but by transformation. The harmony 
between vidyā and avidyā, between head 
and heart, is the foundation for sustainable 
human development.

Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy, 
grounded in the spirit of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad, 
represents a profound integration of knowl-
edge — spiritual, ethical, and social. By 
harmonizing ancient wisdom with modern 
reason, he created a holistic vision for human-
ity. His teachings inspire the learner to unite 
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contemplation with action, inner realiza-
tion with outer reform, and knowledge with 

compassion.

Recap

	♦ In Indian philosophy, knowledge (jñāna) is the light of consciousness 
that reveals unity and leads to liberation.

	♦ Sree Narayana Guru reinterpreted Upanishadic wisdom to fight social 
evils through education, morality, and self-realization.

	♦ For Guru, knowledge unites spiritual insight with ethical and social 
transformation.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad sees the Divine in all and teaches harmony between 
renunciation and action.

	♦ Sree Narayana Guru made Vedantic spirituality a living philosophy 
uniting realization with social reform and equality.

	♦ He turned Advaita into a social ideal, expressing oneness through 
compassion and justice.

	♦ Guru saw the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad’s teaching as a call to serve God in all 
beings.

	♦ True realization, for him, naturally leads to ethical living and service.

	♦ “One caste, one religion, one God for man” expresses his vision of 
unity and equality.

	♦ He united Upanishadic wisdom with reform, making Vedanta a path 
to universal brotherhood.

	♦ For Sree Narayana Guru, true knowledge is the realization of oneness 
that removes ignorance and ego.

	♦  Knowledge should awaken inner awareness and lead to a life of 
compassion and equality.

	♦ In Âtmopadeúa Úatakam, self-inquiry transforms ignorance into 
self-illumination.

	♦ Guru’s view reflects the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad’s teaching that the divine 
pervades all existence.

	♦ True knowledge unites wisdom with compassion and guides humanity 
toward peace and unity.
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	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad unites spiritual and worldly knowledge for full 
human growth.

	♦ Guru blended spiritual wisdom and science into a holistic education.

	♦ He made learning open to all, joining modern study with moral values.

	♦ Guru saw science and spirituality as complementary truths.

	♦ His integrated education nurtured self-realization and social harmony.

	♦ Guru taught that true knowledge ends in ethics and compassion.

	♦ He lived the Upanishadic ideal of selfless action through service.

	♦ Guru turned Advaita into lived ethics of justice and empathy.

	♦ He saw ethics as inner awareness expressing unity and love.

	♦ The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad teaches divine unity, which Guru applied to end 
social division.

	♦ Guru upheld equality through temple reforms and universal education.

	♦ He spread unity through writings and institutions joined with social 
service.

	♦ For Guru, true spirituality meant service and justice leading to liberation.

	♦ Guru’s education aimed at full growth — body, mind, morals, and spirit.

	♦ He joined reason and intuition to form true wisdom.

	♦ His schools blended science with spiritual and moral values.

	♦ Education revealed the divine in all and promoted unity and love.

	♦ Guru saw education as a path to freedom and compassionate living.

	♦ Knowledge leads to liberation — realizing the Self as one with universal 
consciousness

	♦ Guru saw liberation as inner freedom shown in love and selfless service.

	♦ True joy comes through renunciation and selfless action.

	♦ Liberation means living in harmony, free from ego and expectation.

	♦ Mokṣa is realizing the oneness of Self and world, making all life sacred.

	♦ Guru’s vision unites science and spirituality for balanced human growth.
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Objective Questions

1.	 According to Indian philosophy, true knowledge (jñāna) means:

2.	 The Îúâvâsyopaniṣad begins with the declaration:

3.	 Sree Narayana Guru reinterpreted Advaita as:

4.	 According to the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad, vidyā and avidyā refer to:

5.	 Guru’s famous dictum “One caste, one religion, one God for man” 
expresses:

6.	 For Sree Narayana Guru, true education should:

7.	 According to Guru, real liberation (mokṣa) means:

8.	 The principle “Tenâ tyaktena bhuñjīthāḥ” from the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad 
means:

9.	 In Guru’s philosophy, knowledge and ethics are:

10.	Guru’s integration of vidyā and avidyā aimed to:

Answers

1.	 Direct realization of truth that dispels ignorance

2.	 “Îúâvâsyam idam sarvam”

3.	 A social and ethical ideal

4.	 Spiritual and empirical knowledge

5.	 Universal human unity

6.	 Integrate moral, intellectual, and spiritual growth

7.	 Inner freedom expressed through love and service

8.	 By renouncing, enjoy

9.	 Interdependent and complementary

10.	Unite science and spirituality for holistic development
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Assignments

1.	 Explain how the Îúâvâsyopaniṣad presents a vision of unity between 
the spiritual and material worlds.

2.	 Discuss Sree Narayana Guru’s reinterpretation of Advaita Vedânta as 
a foundation for social and ethical reform.

3.	 Analyze how Guru integrated spiritual wisdom and scientific learning 
into his educational philosophy.

4.	 Describe the relationship between knowledge, ethics, and liberation 
in Sree Narayana Guru’s thought.

5.	 Evaluate the contemporary relevance of Guru’s integrated vision of 
knowledge in education and social life.
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Combining Vidya and Avidya

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ explain the meanings of Vidya and Avidya as presented in the Isavasya 
Upanishad and distinguish their philosophical significance beyond mere 
knowledge and ignorance

	♦ interpret the Upanishadic teaching that emphasizes the integration of 
worldly and spiritual knowledge as essential for complete realization

	♦ analyze the symbolic meanings of “crossing death” and “attaining 
immortality” in relation to the balance between empirical and transcendental 
wisdom

	♦ evaluate the ethical and spiritual implications of combining Vidya and 
Avidya in personal, social, and educational contexts

	♦ assess modern interpretations of the synthesis of Vidya and Avidya by 
thinkers such as Swami Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, and Mahatma 
Gandhi

The Upanishads are the concluding portion of the Vedas, also known as Vedanta. 
They represent the philosophical essence of Vedic wisdom, focusing on self-knowledge 
(Atma-vidya) and the ultimate reality (Brahman). A basic awareness of what the 
Upanishads aim to teach—self-realization and liberation (moksha)—will help in 
understanding the Isavasya Upanishad. To understand this unit, one must be familiar 
with fundamental terms such as Atman (Self), Brahman (Absolute Reality), Maya 

1
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(illusion or ignorance), Karma (action), and Jnana (knowledge). Understanding the 
distinction between empirical knowledge and spiritual realization is also essential 
for grasping the nuances of Vidya and Avidya.

In Vedic literature, knowledge (Vidya) has always been revered as the path to 
transcendence, while ignorance (Avidya) has been seen as the cause of bondage 
and suffering. However, the Isavasya Upanishad introduces a subtle and profound 
reconciliation of the two. Knowing how the Vedas and Upanishads relate to ritual 
and wisdom is a prerequisite to understanding this synthesis. Isavasya Upanishad is 
particularly central to Advaitic thought, but it also has relevance for other schools 
like Karma Yoga and Integral philosophy.

Keywords
Vidya, Avidya, Integration, Immortality,  Dynamic Non-dualism 

Discussion

Isavasya Upanishad contains the 
quintessence of Vedantic philosophy. It is 
associated with the Shukla Yajurveda and 
derives its name from its opening words, 
“Ishavasyam idam sarvam”—“All this is 
pervaded by the Lord.” The Upanishad deals 
with the relationship between the individual 
self (Atman), the universe, and the Supreme 
Being (Ishvara). It emphasizes the unity of 
all existence and teaches a balanced path 
combining knowledge (Vidya) and action 
(Karma).

Its teachings aim at harmonizing the 
material and spiritual dimensions of life. 
While most Upanishads focus primarily 
on the realization of Brahman through 
renunciation, the Isavasya Upanishad 
uniquely emphasizes the integration of 
spiritual realization with active life. This 
synthesis is symbolized in the combination 
of Vidya (knowledge) and Avidya (ignorance 
or empirical action).

5.1.1 Meaning of Vidya 
and Avidya
The terms Vidya and Avidya appear in 

verses 9 to 11 of the Isavasya Upanishad. At 
a superficial level, Vidya means knowledge 
and Avidya means ignorance. However, in 
this context, they hold deeper philosophical 
meanings. Vidya refers to the knowledge 
of the eternal, the imperishable reality, the 
higher knowledge that leads to liberation 
(Moksha). It is spiritual wisdom or Para 
Vidya, the understanding of Brahman and 
the realization that the Self is one with the 
Absolute. 

Avidya, on the other hand, does not 
simply mean ignorance. Here, it refers to 
the knowledge of the phenomenal world—
the empirical sciences, the performance 
of rituals, and worldly knowledge that 
sustains human life. It is Apara Vidya, the 
lower knowledge, related to the world of 
multiplicity and change. The Upanishad uses 
these two terms not to condemn the worldly 
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life but to highlight the need to integrate both 
levels of knowing—the material and the 
spiritual—for a holistic realization of truth.

The Isavasya Upanishad begins with the 
declaration that everything in the universe 
is enveloped by the Lord (Ishavasyam 
idam sarvam). This statement affirms the 
omnipresence of the divine in all forms 
of existence. The Upanishad instructs the 
seeker to enjoy life through renunciation, 
suggesting a balance between possession 
and detachment.

The central philosophy of Isavasya 
Upanishad can be summarized as “action 
in knowledge and knowledge in action.” 
The human being is neither to reject the 
world nor to be enslaved by it. Instead, 
one must see the divine in all actions and 
perform duties selflessly. Mantras 9 to 11, 
which specifically discuss Vidya and Avidya, 
express the paradox that both knowledge and 
ignorance, when pursued exclusively, lead 
to darkness; but when pursued together, they 
lead to liberation. This dialectic is one of 
the most profound insights in all of Vedanta.

5.1.2 The Mantras on 
Vidya and Avidya
Let us examine the relevant verses 

(Isavasya Upanishad, Mantras 9–11):

Mantra 9: “They enter into blinding 
darkness who follow after Avidya; into 
greater darkness, as it were, than that, who 
are devoted to Vidya alone.”

Mantra 10: “Different indeed, they say, 
is the result of Vidya, and different again, 
they say, is the result of Avidya. Thus, we 
have heard from the wise who explained 
it to us.”

Mantra 11: “He who knows both Vidya 
and Avidya together, by Avidya crosses over 
death, and by Vidya attains immortality.”

These three mantras form a triad of 
teaching that encapsulates the Upanishadic 
vision of life. The first warns against 
one-sidedness, the second indicates the 
complementary nature of the two paths, 
and the third provides the synthesis that 
leads to the highest realization.

The paradoxical statement that knowledge 
alone leads to greater darkness has puzzled 
many interpreters. The deeper meaning is that 
partial knowledge, intellectual or theoretical 
knowledge of Brahman without practical 
realization, can become an obstacle to true 
enlightenment. Similarly, those who pursue 
only Avidya, or worldly knowledge, remain 
trapped in the cycle of birth and death. But 
when both are combined, that is, when one 
uses empirical knowledge to serve life and 
spiritual knowledge to realize the Absolute, 
then the individual transcends both death and 
ignorance. In this way, Avidya becomes a 
necessary stage in the journey toward Vidya. 
The Upanishad thus affirms that human life 
requires both—knowledge of the world and 
knowledge of the Spirit. Neither should be 
rejected.

5.1.3 The Symbolic 
Meaning of “Crossing 
Death” and “Attaining 
Immortality”
The statement “By Avidya one crosses 

death, and by Vidya one attains immortality” 
is rich in symbolism. Death here refers to 
the world of change, the transitory nature 
of material existence. Through Avidya, or 
empirical knowledge, one learns to master 
and manage this world—to overcome the 
limitations of mortality through action 
and understanding. However, immortality 
(Amritam) cannot be attained through 
empirical means. It requires Vidya, the 
realization of the Self as eternal and beyond 
death. Thus, the Upanishad teaches that 
both dimensions are necessary: Avidya to 

143 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



live effectively in the world, and Vidya to 
transcend it.

5.1.4 Ethical and Spiritual 
Integration

The synthesis of Vidya and Avidya also has 
ethical implications. A person who possesses 
only worldly knowledge may become 
arrogant and self-centered. Conversely, a 
person who pursues spiritual knowledge 
alone may become detached and inactive. The 
Upanishad’s teaching encourages balance, 
a life of dynamic engagement in the world, 
guided by spiritual insight. This integration 
forms the foundation of what modern thinkers 
like Swami Vivekananda and Sri Aurobindo 
called Integral Education and Integral Yoga. 
According to them, true wisdom is not escape 
from life but transformation of life through 
divine awareness.

To put it in comparison, the Mundaka 
Upanishad also differentiates between Para 
Vidya (higher knowledge) and Apara Vidya 
(lower knowledge), declaring that only the 
higher knowledge leads to immortality. 
However, unlike the Isavasya Upanishad, 
it does not explicitly emphasize their 
combination. The Isavasya stands unique 
in proposing an integral approach. The 
Bhagavad Gita echoes the same idea in its 
synthesis of Jnana Yoga (path of knowledge) 
and Karma Yoga (path of action). Krishna 
teaches Arjuna to perform his duty without 
attachment, combining wisdom with action—
essentially a restatement of the Isavasya 
philosophy.

From a psychological and educational 
point of view, Avidya represents the pursuit 
of material sciences, arts, and skills necessary 
for human civilization. Vidya represents the 
cultivation of wisdom, moral values, and 
self-awareness. A complete human being 
must harmonize these two aspects. Education 
that neglects either leads to imbalance—
either materialism or escapism. The Isavasya 

Upanishad thus remains relevant in the 
context of modern education and holistic 
development.

Philosophically, the doctrine of 
combining Vidya and Avidya challenges 
dualistic thinking. It points to the unity 
of the relative and the absolute, the world 
and God, knowledge and action. It affirms 
the continuity between empirical reality 
and transcendental truth. The Upanishad 
thus represents a form of dynamic non-
dualism, where the realization of oneness 
does not negate the world but transforms 
one’s relationship with it. The wise person 
sees all actions as offerings to the Divine, 
recognizing the sacredness of all existence.

5.1.5 Modern 
Interpretations
Swami Vivekananda interpreted these 

verses as the foundation of the harmony 
between science and spirituality. He argued 
that India must cultivate both—the knowledge 
that builds civilization and the knowledge 
that liberates the soul. Sri Aurobindo saw in 
this synthesis the idea of “Life Divine”—the 
manifestation of spirit in matter. He believed 
that the Upanishadic teaching encourages 
transformation rather than renunciation of 
the world. And, Mahatma Gandhi drew 
inspiration from the Isavasya Upanishad in 
his concept of trusteeship and simplicity. He 
believed that seeing everything as pervaded 
by God (Ishavasyam idam sarvam) naturally 
leads to ethical living and non-possession.

The Isavasya Upanishad reminds 
humanity that material progress must be 
guided by spiritual wisdom. True progress 
lies not in the rejection of the world, but in 
transforming it with divine consciousness. 
This balanced vision can serve as a moral 
and philosophical foundation for sustainable 
development, peace, and harmony.

Human evolution, according to the 
Upanishadic vision, is a gradual movement 
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from ignorance to knowledge, from the finite 
to the infinite. Avidya is the starting point 
- it represents the necessary engagement 
with the world that prepares the mind for 
higher realization. Through ethical living, 
service, meditation, and inquiry, one ascends 
to Vidya. Finally, when one realizes that 
the same divine reality pervades all beings, 
the distinction between Vidya and Avidya 
dissolves. Knowledge and ignorance, action 
and renunciation, all merge in the supreme 
awareness of Brahman.

In practical life, the synthesis of Vidya 
and Avidya can be expressed as follows:

	♦ Engage in worldly duties (Avidya) 
with a spirit of detachment and 
service.

	♦ Cultivate inner awareness 
(Vidya) through meditation and 
self-reflection.

	♦ Balance the pursuit of knowledge 
with humility, recognizing the 
divine source of all learning.

	♦ Integrate ethics, compassion, and 
wisdom into every field—science, 
politics, art, and education.

By integrating Vidya and Avidya, Isavasya 
Upanishad transcends the dichotomy between 
the spiritual and the material. It teaches that 
both are necessary for complete realization. 
Through Avidya, one learns to live effectively 
in the world; through Vidya, one attains 
liberation from it. The harmony of these 
two constitutes the fullness of life—Purna, 
the state of completeness envisioned in the 
closing mantra of the Upanishad: Purnam 
adah, purnam idam. In this way, the Isavasya 
Upanishad offers an enduring message of 
balance, harmony, and holistic wisdom that 
continues to inspire spiritual seekers and 
thinkers across centuries.

Recap

	♦ Vidya and Avidya in the Isavasya Upanishad represent spiritual and 
empirical knowledge, not simply knowledge and ignorance.

	♦ The Upanishad emphasizes that both are essential for complete realization 
and warns against one-sided pursuit.

	♦ Avidya enables mastery of the material world; Vidya leads to the realization 
of the eternal Self.

	♦ The phrase “By Avidya one crosses death; by Vidya one attains immortality” 
symbolizes balance between worldly action and transcendental wisdom.

	♦ The Upanishad’s teaching reflects a philosophy of dynamic non-dualism 
— unity in diversity and balance between matter and spirit.

	♦ Ethically, it advocates living and working in the world with detachment 
and awareness of the divine presence.

	♦ The integration of Vidya and Avidya forms the philosophical foundation 
of Integral Education and Integral Yoga in modern thought.
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Objective Questions

1.	 In which Upanishad do the concepts of Vidya and Avidya appear together 
as complementary teachings?

2.	 According to the Isavasya Upanishad, by Avidya one crosses death 
and by Vidya one attains what?

3.	  Which two terms in Vedic thought correspond to higher and lower 
knowledge, respectively?

4.	  Who among modern thinker interpreted the synthesis of Vidya and 
Avidya as harmony between science and spirituality?

5.	  The philosophical stance that affirms both the material and spiritual 
dimensions of life in the Isavasya Upanishad is known as __________.

6.	 Which Upanishadic teaching emphasizes that both knowledge and 
ignorance pursued alone lead to darkness, but together lead to realization?

	♦ Swami Vivekananda interpreted the teaching as a call to harmonize 
science and spirituality; Sri Aurobindo as Life Divine; Gandhi as simplicity 
and trusteeship.

	♦ This synthesis remains relevant for modern education, encouraging 
holistic growth combining intellect, ethics, and spirituality.

	♦ The Isavasya Upanishad thus provides a timeless model for balancing 
knowledge, action, and realization, leading to fullness (Purnam) in life.

Answers

1.	 Isavasya Upanishad

2.	  Immortality

3.	 Para Vidya and Apara Vidya

4.	 Swami Vivekananda
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Assignments

1.	 Explain the meanings of Vidya and Avidya as presented in the Isavasya 
Upanishad. How do they differ from their ordinary meanings of knowledge 
and ignorance?

2.	 Analyze the philosophical significance of the verse “By Avidya one 
crosses death, and by Vidya one attains immortality.”

3.	 Evaluate how the Isavasya Upanishad reconciles spiritual realization 
and worldly action through the synthesis of Vidya and Avidya.

4.	 Discuss the modern relevance of combining Vidya and Avidya with 
reference to thinkers such as Swami Vivekananda, Sri Aurobindo, and 
Mahatma Gandhi.

Suggested Reading

1.	 S.Radhakrishnan, (1927). Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1. Oxford University 
Press.

2.	 Swami Vivekananda. (Complete Works, Vol. 2). Addresses on Vedanta 
and Universal Religion.

3.	  Dasgupta, S.N. (1922). A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1. Cambridge 
University Press.

4.	  Mahadevan, T.M.P. (1971). Outlines of Hinduism. Madras: Chetana 
Publications.

5.	 Easwaran, Eknath. (1987). The Upanishads: Translations for the Modern 
Reader. California: Nilgiri Press.

6.	 G.Balakrishnan Nair-Sreenarayana Gurudeva Krithikal-Malayalam- 
Sampoorna Vyakhyanam-2003-published by Kerala Bhasha Institute, 
Thiruvananthapuram.

5.	 Dynamic Non-dualism

6.	 The triad of Mantras 9–11 in the Isavasya Upanishad
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Education as assimilation of 
ideas

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisite

By studying this unit, the learner will be able to: 

	♦ explain the Upanishadic concept of education as an inner process of 
assimilation of ideas rather than mere accumulation of information

	♦ interpret how the Isavasya Upanishad integrates Vidya (spiritual knowledge) 
and Avidya (empirical knowledge) to form a holistic vision of education

	♦ analyze the role of the Guru–Shishya tradition in promoting experiential 
and value-based learning through personal transformation

	♦ evaluate the ethical and spiritual dimensions of education in the Isavasya 
Upanishad 

	♦ assess the contemporary relevance of the Upanishadic model of education 
in promoting integral human development

Before entering into the philosophical exploration of the concept of education 
as the assimilation of ideas in the Isavasya Upanishad, one must possess certain 
foundational knowledge in Indian philosophical thought and Vedic literature. The 
Upanishads represent the philosophical culmination of the Vedic corpus, commonly 
referred to as Vedanta—the “end” or essence of the Vedas. They are not merely 
religious scriptures but profound philosophical treatises that investigate the nature 
of reality, consciousness, and ultimate truth.

One should also understand that the purpose of the Upanishads is not to prescribe 
rituals, but to awaken wisdom through reflection, dialogue, and realization. The 
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Isavasya Upanishad, though brief—comprising only eighteen mantras—is among 
the most powerful and widely interpreted texts, expressing a holistic vision of life 
and the universe.

The education in the Indian tradition is not merely about intellectual training but 
about transformation of consciousness. It aims to awaken the realization that all 
existence is interconnected through the Divine. In the Vedic period, education was 
considered a sacred process of inner illumination. The Guru–Shishya relationship, 
meditation, reflection, and disciplined living were seen as integral to learning. 
Knowledge was viewed as something to be assimilated—not memorized. Therefore, the 
understanding is that education as assimilation of ideas implies a deep internalization 
of truth, rather than mere accumulation of information.

Keywords
Assimilation,  Vidya and Avidya , Guru–Shishya Tradition, Self-realization, Holistic 

Education

Discussion

Introduction: The Isavasya 
Upanishad and Its 
Educational Vision
The proclamation “Ishavasyam idam 

sarvam yat kincha jagatyam jagat”—“All 
this, whatever moves in this universe, is 
pervaded by the Lord” sets the tone for 
the educational philosophy of Isavasya 
Upanishad.  Education, in the light of this 
Upanishad, is not confined to intellectual 
pursuits but is a spiritual discipline. It is 
the awakening of consciousness to the 
omnipresent reality of the Divine. In this 
view, learning is assimilation of truth—a 
process of aligning the mind and heart 
with the universal principle that permeates 
everything.

The Upanishad sees knowledge as 
transformative. The goal of education is 
not to know about reality, but to become 
one with it—to realize the unity between 
the learner and the learned, the subject and 

the object, the knower and the known.

5.2.1 The Concept 
of Assimilation in 
Upanishadic Education
Assimilation literally means “to make 

something part of oneself.” In the context of 
education, it means that ideas are not merely 
understood intellectually but are absorbed 
into one’s being. The Isavasya Upanishad 
views true education as a process of inner 
absorption of knowledge.

The Upanishadic seer does not seek 
knowledge for external gain, prestige, or 
career advancement, but for self-realization. 
The learner must meditate on truth until 
it becomes part of his consciousness. 
This process transforms both thought and 
character.

Education, therefore, is not information 
transfer but transformation of awareness. 
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The Upanishad thus anticipates the modern 
educational idea of “learning by living,” 
where knowledge shapes one’s very being.

5.2.2 The Relationship 
between Vidya and Avidya
In the Isavasya Upanishad, the twin 

concepts of Vidya (spiritual knowledge) 
and Avidya (empirical knowledge) play a 
central role. The Upanishad declares that 
both are necessary for human perfection. 
Mantra 11 states:

“He who knows both Vidya and Avidya 
together, by Avidya crosses over death, and 
by Vidya attains immortality.”

This profound statement reveals the 
Upanishadic synthesis of knowledge. 
Avidya—the knowledge of the material 
world, science, and practical life—helps 
us master the physical plane. Vidya—the 
knowledge of the eternal Self—leads us 
beyond mortality. The assimilation of ideas, 
therefore, means integration of both these 
knowledges. Education should prepare 
the student to live effectively in the world 
(Avidya), while remaining anchored in the 
awareness of the Divine (Vidya). This is the 
true meaning of holistic education.

5.2.3 Education as Inner 
Realization
According to the Upanishadic view, 

education is an inward journey. It is not the 
collection of external facts, but the unfolding 
of the Self. The famous Upanishadic dictum 
“Tattvamasi”—“Thou art That”—suggests 
that the highest knowledge is self-knowledge.

In the Isavasya Upanishad, this principle 
is expressed in the vision that the Divine 
pervades all existence. The purpose of 
education, then, is to realize this truth in 
one’s life—to assimilate the idea that there is 
no separation between man and God, between 
nature and spirit. Assimilation here involves 

reflection, contemplation, and realization 
(shravanam, mananam, nididhyasanam). 
The student must listen, think deeply, and 
meditate until truth becomes one’s inner 
experience. This is the real process of 
education as envisioned in the Upanishads.

5.2.4 The Guru–Shishya 
Tradition and Assimilation
In the ancient Vedic educational system, 

the teacher (Guru) was not merely an 
instructor but a spiritual guide. The student 
(Shishya) lived with the Guru, sharing his way 
of life and learning by observation, service, 
and dialogue. This mode of education was 
based on assimilation through association. 
The student imbibed the teacher’s values, 
discipline, and insight through constant 
contact. Learning was not compartmentalized 
into subjects but integrated into the totality 
of life.
The Isavasya Upanishad’s idea that the 

Divine pervades all actions (Ishavasyam 
idam sarvam) implies that every activity—
study, work, or meditation—can become a 
means of spiritual learning if performed with 
awareness. The Guru’s task was to awaken 
this vision in the student.

5.2.5 Character Formation 
and Holistic Vision 

In the Upanishadic view, knowledge and 
character are inseparable. The purpose of 
education is not merely intellectual mastery 
but moral and spiritual refinement. True 
learning manifests as humility, self-control, 
and compassion.
The Isavasya Upanishad warns against 

the arrogance of knowledge. It states that 
those devoted only to Vidya or only to 
Avidya fall into darkness. This means that 
one-sided intellectualism or materialism leads 
to moral blindness. Assimilation of ideas must 
therefore include ethical internalization—
making knowledge part of one’s character 
and conduct.
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The Upanishad teaches that knowledge 
must express itself through right action. 
Mantra 2 declares: “Doing verily works in 
this world, one should wish to live a hundred 
years; thus it is for thee and not otherwise; 
action does not cling to man.”

This verse shows that the Upanishad does 
not advocate escapism or renunciation of 
work. Instead, it calls for action guided 
by knowledge. The educated person must 
assimilate ideas in such a way that they inspire 
purposeful activity without attachment. 
Education as assimilation, therefore, 
involves translating understanding into life. 
Knowledge that remains unexpressed in 
action is incomplete. Learning must transform 
behavior.

The Isavasya Upanishad presents a holistic 
worldview. It sees reality as one organic 
whole where spirit and matter, knowledge 
and action, individual and society are 
interrelated. Education, in this vision, is the 
harmonization of the inner and outer worlds. 
It is the process by which human beings 
learn to live in harmony with themselves, 
others, and the universe. Assimilation of 
ideas implies recognizing this unity and 
reflecting it in one’s daily life.

Such an approach counters the 
fragmentation of modern education, 
which often separates science from ethics, 
knowledge from wisdom, and intellect from 
spirit. The Upanishad restores this lost unity.

5.2.6 The Role of 
Renunciation and 
Enjoyment

Mantra 1 of the Isavasya Upanishad says:

“By renunciation thou shouldst enjoy; 
do not covet the wealth of others.”

This paradoxical idea expresses the 
spiritual principle that real enjoyment comes 
from detachment. Education as assimilation 

of ideas means understanding this subtle 
truth and embodying it in life. One must 
learn to enjoy knowledge and the world not 
through possession but through realization. 
When the mind assimilates the idea of non-
attachment, one experiences inner freedom 
even amidst activity. This is a key lesson in 
the Upanishadic conception of education.

The final aim of education in the Isavasya 
Upanishad is Self-realization—the discovery 
of one’s divine essence. The assimilation 
of Upanishadic ideas leads the student to 
perceive that the same Self (Atman) dwells 
in all beings. When this understanding is 
internalized, it transforms perception and 
behavior. The educated person becomes 
compassionate, selfless, and peaceful. 
The Upanishad’s vision of education thus 
culminates in liberation (Moksha), not merely 
in worldly success.

Ignorance (Avidya) in the Upanishadic 
sense is not mere lack of information but 
the false identification of the Self with the 
body and mind. The purpose of education is 
to dispel this ignorance through knowledge 
of the real Self. Assimilating the idea that 
“All this is pervaded by the Lord” removes 
the illusion of separateness. The student who 
realizes this truth transcends selfishness, 
fear, and sorrow. Thus, education becomes 
a path to freedom.

5.2.7 Reflection, 
Meditation and Liberation
The Upanishads emphasize three steps 

of learning:

a.	 Shravana (listening to the 
teachings),

b.	 Manana (reflecting upon them),

c.	 Nididhyasana (meditating until 
realization).

These stages represent the process of 
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assimilation. Listening plants the idea, 
reflection deepens understanding, and 
meditation internalizes it. The Isavasya 
Upanishad encourages this inward method 
of learning where truth is realized through 
direct insight, not merely through reasoning 
or repetition.

In modern terms, Avidya corresponds 
to scientific and technological knowledge, 
while Vidya corresponds to spiritual wisdom. 
The Upanishad calls for their integration. 
Education must equip students with scientific 
understanding to navigate the world, but it 
must also instill ethical and spiritual wisdom 
to use that knowledge wisely. Assimilation 
of both these dimensions leads to balanced 
human development—competence in the 
outer world and peace within.

Today’s education often emphasizes skill 
acquisition and information accumulation. 
Yet, it frequently neglects the cultivation of 
wisdom and values. The Isavasya Upanishad 

provides a corrective to this imbalance. 
By redefining education as assimilation of 
ideas, it invites us to focus on understanding, 
reflection, and transformation. Learning 
must touch the heart, not only the intellect. 
When students internalize truth, they become 
creative, ethical, and self-aware citizens of 
the world.

In short, the Upanishadic philosophy 
sees education as liberation—Moksha. 
Assimilating the idea of oneness with the 
Divine frees one from fear, desire, and 
bondage. Such education leads to peace 
(Shanti)—not as external quietness but as 
inner harmony. The educated person becomes 
a co-creator with the Divine, participating 
consciously in the unfolding of life with 
wisdom and compassion. This is the ulti-
mate meaning of education as assimilation 
of ideas in the Isavasya Upanishad—the 
transformation of human consciousness into 
divine consciousness.

Recap

	♦ The Upanishadic concept of education emphasizes inner realization and 
self-transformation rather than external accumulation of knowledge.

	♦ True learning means internalizing ideas until they become part of one’s 
consciousness—transforming thought, emotion, and action.

	♦ The Isavasya Upanishad advocates the integration of Vidya (spiritual 
knowledge) and Avidya (empirical knowledge) as two necessary dimensions 
for human perfection.

	♦ Education harmonizes the inner and outer worlds, bridging science and 
spirituality, intellect and values, knowledge and action

	♦ The Upanishadic system promoted experiential learning through the 
living relationship between Guru and Shishya, based on example, 
reflection, and dialogue.

	♦ Knowldge must manifest as humility, self-control, compassion, and 
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Objective Questions

1.	 According to the Isavasya Upanishad, what is the true purpose of 
education?

2.	 Which two forms of knowledge does the Isavasya Upanishad integrate 
to present a holistic vision of education?

3.	 What is the Upanishadic term for the three stages of learning—listening, 
reflection, and meditation?

4.	 In the Guru–Shishya tradition, learning primarily occurred through …? 

5.	 Which mantra of the Isavasya Upanishad teaches that by Avidya one 
crosses death and by Vidya one attains immortality?

6.	 What is the ultimate goal of education according to the Upanishadic 
philosophy?

moral conduct—otherwise it leads to spiritual blindness.

	♦ The paradox “By renunciation thou shouldst enjoy” teaches detachment 
and self-mastery as the true source of happiness and freedom. 

	♦ Listening, reflection, and meditation constitute the threefold process 
of internalizing truth leading to realization.

	♦ The ultimate aim of education is self-realization - the realization of 
oneness with the Divine that brings freedom from ignorance and ego.

Answers

1.	 Transformation of consciousness through assimilation of truth.

2.	  Vidya (spiritual knowledge) and Avidya (empirical knowledge). 

3.	 Shravana, Manana, and Nididhyasana. 

4.	  Assimilation through association and personal transformation.
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Assignments

1.	 Explain the Upanishadic idea of education as assimilation of ideas. 
How does it differ from modern notions of education as information 
accumulation?

2.	 Discuss the interrelation between Vidya and Avidya in the Isavasya 
Upanishad. How does their synthesis represent a holistic model of 
education?

3.	 Evaluate the role of the Guru–Shishya tradition in the Upanishadic 
system of education. How can its essence be adapted to contemporary 
learning environments?

4.	 “By renunciation thou shouldst enjoy.” Interpret this statement in the 
light of Upanishadic educational philosophy. How does it guide one’s 
approach to knowledge and life?

Suggested Reading

1.	 Vivekananda, Swami. Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda. Advaita 
Ashrama.

2.	 Dasgupta, S. N. (1922). A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1. Cambridge 
University Press.

3.	 Mahadevan, T. M. P. (1971). Outlines of Hinduism. Madras: Chetana 
Publications.

4.	 Hiriyanna, M. (1993). Outlines of Indian Philosophy. Delhi: Motilal 
Banarsidass.

5.	 Easwaran, Eknath. (1987). The Upanishads: Translations for the Modern 
Reader. California: Nilgiri Press.

5.	 Mantra 11. 

6.	 Self-realization (Atma Jnana) leading to liberation (Moksha).
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 Relevant Explanations from 
Guru’s concept of knowledge 

(Vidya)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

By studying this unit, the learner will be able to: 

	♦ explain the concept of Vidya and Avidya in the Isavasya Upanishad 
and its philosophical relevance to Sree Narayana Guru’s interpretation 
of knowledge

	♦ analyze how Sree Narayana Guru integrates spiritual wisdom (Vidya) 
and worldly knowledge (Avidya) into a holistic philosophy of education 
and social transformation

	♦ evaluate the connection between self-realization (Atma-jnana) and 
social reform in Guru’s thought

	♦ interpret the Upanishadic foundation of Guru’s ideas on unity, equality, 
and universal education

	♦ assess Guru’s concept of Vidya as Practical Vedanta

Before entering this discussion, one should have a foundational understanding 
of three key domains: (1) the philosophical essence of the Isavasya Upanishad, (2) 
Sree Narayana Guru’s spiritual and social philosophy, and (3) the concept of Vidya 
(knowledge) in Indian tradition.

The Upanishads represent the philosophical culmination of the Vedas, forming 
the foundation of Vedanta. They are spiritual discourses exploring the nature of the 
Self (Atman) and the Ultimate Reality (Brahman). The Isavasya Upanishad, one of 
the shortest yet most profound texts, teaches that the entire universe is pervaded by 
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the Divine (Ishavasyam idam sarvam). It presents a philosophy of unity, harmony, 
and balance between action and knowledge, matter and spirit. In classical Indian 
philosophy, Vidya denotes spiritual wisdom — knowledge that liberates one from 
ignorance and bondage. It is distinct from Avidya, which refers to ignorance or 
empirical, worldly knowledge that binds one to illusion. The Isavasya Upanishad 
presents both Vidya and Avidya as necessary and complementary. Sree Narayana 
Guru’s interpretation aligns with this integrated view of knowledge, emphasizing 
the harmony of spiritual insight and practical understanding

Keywords
Vidya, Avidya, Atma-jnana, Practical Vedanta, Universal Education 

Discussion

Introduction: The 
Spiritual Vision of the 
Isavasya Upanishad
The profound declaration “Ishavasyam 

idam sarvam yat kincha jagatyam jagat”  (“All 
this,  whatever moves in this moving world, 
is pervaded by the Lord.”) lays the foundation 
for a holistic worldview where everything 
in existence is seen as a manifestation of 
the Divine. It rejects any division between 
the sacred and the secular. The Upanishad 
thus provides an all-encompassing vision of 
life where true knowledge means perceiving 
the Divine presence in all forms.

In this context, Vidya is not mere 
intellectual learning but a transformative 
realization of the unity of existence. 
Education, therefore, must lead to this 
awakening. Sree Narayana Guru’s thought 
evolves directly from this Upanishadic 
foundation.

For Sree Narayana Guru, Vidya 
(knowledge) is the light of wisdom that 
dispels ignorance and reveals the oneness 
of all beings. He often said, “One caste, 
one religion, one God for man.” This 

statement is not just a social reform slogan 
but a philosophical declaration rooted in 
Upanishadic non-dualism. Guru defined 
Vidya as knowledge of truth, the realization 
that the same divine reality exists in all 
beings. He interpreted knowledge as both 
spiritual illumination and social awareness. 
For him, ignorance (Avidya) was not only 
metaphysical darkness but also social and 
moral blindness — the inability to recognize 
the divine equality of all. Thus, Guru’s idea 
of Vidya integrates the Isavasya Upanishad’s 
spiritual insight with a practical humanistic 
vision.

5.3.1 Vidya and Avidya in 
the Isavasya Upanishad

Mantras 9–11 of the Isavasya Upanishad 
contain one of the most significant discussions 
of Vidya and Avidya in Indian philosophy:

“They enter into blinding darkness who 
follow Avidya; into greater darkness, as it 
were, than that, who are devoted to Vidya 
alone.”
“He who knows both Vidya and Avidya 

together, by Avidya crosses over death, and 
by Vidya attains immortality.”
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This paradoxical teaching means that both 
types of knowledge are necessary. Avidya 
(worldly knowledge) helps human beings 
to live effectively and understand the world, 
while Vidya (spiritual knowledge) leads 
to liberation. Sree Narayana Guru adopted 
this integral perspective. He saw Vidya as 
awareness of ultimate truth, and Avidya as 
the knowledge necessary for human progress. 
According to him, to live meaningfully, one 
must harmonize both.

5.3.2 Guru’s Integration 
of Spiritual and Social 
Knowledge

Sree Narayana Guru reinterpreted Vidya 
as something that should transform both 
the individual and society. He argued 
that true education must awaken not only 
spiritual insight but also ethical and social 
consciousness. He criticized education that 
merely produces material success without 
moral values. Such knowledge, he said, is 
incomplete — it becomes Avidya if it fails 
to lead toward truth and compassion. The 
Isavasya Upanishad too warns against one-
sidedness: knowledge without wisdom or 
action without detachment.

Guru’s educational vision sought to 
balance these two — integrating practical 
learning (Avidya) with spiritual awareness 
(Vidya). The goal of education, therefore, is 
total transformation — of mind, character, 
and community.

The concept of unity and oneness is 
undoubtedly the most fundamental message.  
Isavasya Upanishad teaches the immanence 
of God in all beings. Similarly, Sree Narayana 
Guru’s entire philosophy centers on unity 
(Ekam Sat — “Truth is One”).

Guru’s poetry, such as Atmopadesa 
Śatakam, beautifully expresses this 

Upanishadic principle. He states that the 
Self is not different from the Absolute; the 
knower, knowledge, and the known are one. 
Assimilating this truth constitutes Vidya. 
Education must therefore enable students 
to experience this unity — to perceive no 
separation between self and other, God and 
world. Such realization is the essence of 
both spiritual and social liberation.

5.3.3 Knowledge as Self-
Realization
In the Upanishadic tradition, Vidya is 

identical with Atma-jnana — self-knowledge. 
Sree Narayana Guru interpreted this as the 
awakening of the divine consciousness 
within. He wrote in Atmopadesa Śatakam:

“The lamp of knowledge dispels the 
darkness of ignorance within;

When the Self is seen, all else is known 
as that Self.”

For Guru, education was the unfolding 
of the divine potential within every human 
being. The assimilation of Upanishadic 
knowledge is not theoretical; it is experiential 
— a direct realization of the divine nature 
of life.

Both the Isavasya Upanishad and Sree 
Narayana Guru emphasize that knowledge 
must be accompanied by virtue. Vidya is 
not mere intellectual brilliance but purity of 
heart. Guru repeatedly warned that education 
without moral grounding leads to arrogance 
and social decay. The Isavasya Upanishad 
calls for humility and detachment — to act 
without selfish desire and to see God in all. 
Hence, true Vidya means the assimilation of 
ethical and spiritual values that manifest as 
compassion, equality, and service. Guru’s life 
itself was the embodiment of this Upanishadic 
ethic.
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5.3.4 Education and Social 
Transformation
Sree Narayana Guru applied the 

Upanishadic idea of Vidya to reform Kerala’s 
caste-ridden society. He argued that ignorance 
(Avidya) manifests as discrimination, 
untouchability, and social division. The 
light of knowledge (Vidya) dispels these. 
By establishing schools, temples, and centers 
for learning, Guru transformed education 
into a tool of liberation. This aligns perfectly 
with the Isavasya Upanishad’s teaching that 
knowledge must serve both worldly and 
spiritual progress. For Guru, learning that 
ignores social justice is incomplete; it must 
uplift humanity by affirming the divine in all.

5.3.5 Vidya as Integration 
of Inner and Outer Life

The Isavasya Upanishad teaches that one 
must perform worldly duties while remaining 
spiritually aware. Guru extended this to 
education, advocating for the integration 
of the material and the spiritual. He saw the 
external world as the expression of the inner 
Self. Therefore, knowledge of the world 
(Avidya) should lead to understanding of 
the Self (Vidya). Education that separates 
these dimensions produces imbalance; only 
their synthesis leads to wholeness.

Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy is 
often described as Practical Vedanta — the 
application of Upanishadic principles to 
daily life. He believed that the wisdom of 
the Isavasya Upanishad must be lived, not 
merely studied. Thus, the realization that the 
Divine pervades all should lead to equality, 
compassion, and social service. The Vidya 
that recognizes unity should manifest as 
love and cooperation. This is the hallmark 
of Guru’s concept of knowledge.

5.3.6 The Role of 
Meditation and Self-
Discipline

Both the Isavasya Upanishad and Guru’s 
teachings emphasize meditation (Dhyana) 
and moral discipline (Niyama) as essential 
to acquiring Vidya. Guru taught that without 
inner purification, knowledge remains 
superficial. The seeker must cultivate 
humility, concentration, and purity of 
thought. The assimilation of truth happens 
through self-control and contemplation. 
Here, he echoes the Upanishadic process 
of shravanam, mananam, nididhyasanam — 
listening, reflection, and meditation — as 
the steps toward realization.

5.3.7 The Ideal of 
Universal Education
Sree Narayana Guru expanded the 

Upanishadic concept of Vidya to include 
universal education. He believed that every 
human being, irrespective of caste or gender, 
has the right to learn and grow spiritually. 
This democratization of knowledge is one of 
his greatest contributions. The Upanishads 
declared that Brahman resides in all; Guru 
applied this by asserting that education too 
belongs to all. Ignorance is not a privilege 
of birth, and knowledge should never 
be monopolized. His schools and social 
movements reflected this philosophy of 
universal enlightenment.

5.3.8 Knowledge, Work, 
and Liberation
The Isavasya Upanishad harmonizes 

Karma (action) and Jnana (knowledge). Guru 
too taught that true Vidya must express itself 
through selfless action. Knowledge should 
not lead to withdrawal but to enlightened 
service. Guru’s own life of social reform 
exemplified this principle. By helping others 
and improving society, one practices Vidya in 
action — Karma-Yoga inspired by wisdom. 

160 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



This makes education both practical and 
spiritual.

Guru’s concept of Vidya also represents 
enlightened humanism. For him, knowledge 
means the awareness of universal brotherhood. 
The Divinity within all makes humanity one 
family.

This vision derives from the Isavasya 
Upanishad’s view of the divine immanence 

in creation. Assimilating this truth eradicates 
prejudice and promotes peace. Thus, edu-
cation becomes the foundation for social 
harmony and global ethics. In short, Guru’s 
reinterpretation of Vidya, grounded in the 
Isavasya Upanishad, offers a complete 
vision of education — spiritual, moral, and 
social. He combined the Upanishadic ideal 
of self-realization with the modern ideal of 
social service.

Recap

	♦ Sree Narayana Guru’s concept of Vidya (knowledge)  spiritual realization 
with practical social engagement. 

	♦ Both the Isavasya Upanishad and Guru teach that Vidya (spiritual 
knowledge) and Avidya (empirical knowledge) are interdependent

	♦  They lead to both worldly progress and spiritual liberation.

	♦ For Guru, true knowledge (Vidya) is Atma-jnana, the realization of 
one’s divine nature. 

	♦ Guru’s philosophy represents Practical Vedanta, applying the non-
dualistic vision of the Upanishads in daily life through compassion, 
equality, and ethical living.

	♦ The principle “One caste, one religion, one God for man” expresses 
Guru’s Upanishadic realization of unity in diversity.

	♦  Vidya is the perception of oneness in all existence.

	♦ Guru expanded the spiritual meaning of Vidya into a social ideal.

	♦  Education must eradicate ignorance that manifests as caste discrimination, 
injustice, and inequality.

	♦ Knowledge without virtue becomes Avidya. 

	♦ Guru emphasized that true education must cultivate humility, purity of 
heart, and moral strength.

	♦ Both the Isavasya Upanishad and Guru stressed Dhyana (meditation) 
and Niyama (discipline) as essential means of assimilating knowledge 
into one’s life and conduct.

	♦ Guru democratized the Upanishadic vision
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Objective Questions

1.	 Which Upanishad forms the foundation of Sree Narayana Guru’s 
interpretation of Vidya and Avidya?

2.	 What does the term Vidya signify in the Upanishadic tradition?

3.	 According to Sree Narayana Guru, what should true education lead to?

4.	 Which of Guru’s poetic works elaborates the unity of the Self and the 
Absolute?

5.	 What term did Guru use to describe his practical application of Advaita 
Vedanta?

6.	 Which two paths does the Isavasya Upanishad harmonize according 
to Guru’s interpretation?

Answers

1.	 Isavasya

2.	 Wisdom

3.	 Transformation

4.	 Atmopadesa Satakam

5.	 Practical Vedanta

6.	  Knowledge and Action

Assignments

1.	 Explain Sree Narayana Guru’s interpretation of Vidya and Avidya in 
the light of the Isavasya Upanishad. How does he integrate spiritual 
and worldly knowledge?
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Thiruvananthapuram: Kerala Sahitya Akademi.
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2.	 Discuss Sree Narayana Guru’s idea of Practical Vedanta. In what ways 
does it reflect the Upanishadic principle of unity and holistic education?

3.	 Evaluate how Guru transforms the Upanishadic ideal of Vidya into an 
instrument of social reform and moral awakening. Provide examples 
from his life or works.
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The Relevance of Value 
Education.(Verses 9-14.)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

By studying this unit, the leaner will be able to: 

	♦ explain the ethical and spiritual significance of Verses 9–14 of the 
Isavasya Upanishad

	♦ analyze how the integration of Vidya and Avidya forms the philosophical 
foundation of Value Education in the Indian tradition

	♦ interpret the symbolic meanings of Deva (divine tendencies) and Asura 
(ignorant tendencies) as moral forces within the human personality

	♦ evaluate the relevance of Upanishadic values such as harmony, humility, 
compassion, and selflessness to modern education and social life

	♦ assess the Isavasya Upanishad’s contribution to contemporary 
environmental, social, and ethical education

The Upanishads form the philosophical core of the Vedic literature, commonly 
known as Vedanta. They seek to uncover the ultimate reality (Brahman) and the 
relationship between the Self (Atman) and the universe. The Isavasya Upanishad 
is one of the shortest yet most profound of all Upanishads. It belongs to the Shukla 
Yajurveda and contains only 18 mantras. Despite its brevity, it encapsulates the 
entire spirit of Indian philosophy — the vision of unity, balance, and the harmony 
of opposites. Verses 9 to 14 of the Isavasya Upanishad explore the concepts of 
Vidya (knowledge) and Avidya (ignorance), and their roles in human life. These 
mantras reveal that both empirical knowledge and spiritual wisdom are necessary 
for a complete life.

4
U N I T
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Their deeper implication extends beyond metaphysics — they express a value 
system for right living. The integration of Vidya and Avidya forms the foundation 
for Value Education, combining moral, intellectual, and spiritual growth.

Value Education aims to nurture ethical awareness, self-discipline, compassion, 
respect, and social responsibility. It is not limited to moral instruction but includes 
the cultivation of wisdom and character. In the Indian philosophical tradition, values 
are derived from the eternal truths revealed in the Upanishads. They emphasize 
harmony, duty, self-control, and awareness of the Divine in all beings. The Isavasya 
Upanishad, especially verses 9–14, provides an early and enduring framework for 
this holistic concept of education

Discussion

Introduction: The Moral 
Essence of the Isavasya 
Upanishad
The Isavasya Upanishad begins with 

the declaration that the entire universe is 
pervaded by the Lord (Ishavasyam idam 
sarvam). This worldview immediately 
establishes a moral foundation — if all is 
divine, then every being deserves respect 
and reverence. This spiritual vision naturally 
extends into the field of education and ethics. 
The text teaches that knowledge is not merely 
intellectual but moral and spiritual. 

The verses 9–14 articulate how the balance 
of knowledge (Vidya) and action (Avidya) 
leads to harmony, and how ignorance and ego 
create moral blindness. Thus, the Isavasya 
Upanishad can be regarded as one of the 
earliest sources of value-based education, 
where learning is inseparable from the 
cultivation of virtues.

Verses 9–11 convey a profound message: 
those who follow ignorance (Avidya) fall into 
darkness, and those who pursue knowledge 
(Vidya) alone fall into even greater darkness. 
But the one who understands both together 
— Vidya and Avidya — transcends death 
and attains immortality.

This apparent paradox reveals a deep 
moral truth. Ignorance corresponds to 
moral and spiritual blindness — living 
without awareness or ethical direction. 
Knowledge, when pursued without humility 
or compassion, becomes arrogance. Both 
lead to imbalance. Therefore, the Upanishad 
insists that one must cultivate both practical 
knowledge and spiritual wisdom. The 
relevance to value education lies in this 
harmony — education must integrate 
scientific understanding with ethical and 
spiritual grounding.

5.4.1 The Ethical 
Significance of Balancing 
Knowledge and Action
The Upanishadic vision recognizes that 

human life requires action in the world 
(Avidya) and contemplation of truth (Vidya). 
True education harmonizes these aspects. 
A person who only studies spirituality 
without fulfilling worldly duties becomes 
detached from reality; one who engages 
only in material pursuits loses moral depth.

Value education, therefore, is about 
balance — developing intellectual abilities 
while nurturing empathy, responsibility, and 
self-awareness. The Isavasya Upanishad 
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teaches that knowledge must guide action, 
and action must express knowledge. This 
synthesis forms the foundation of ethical 
living.

5.4.2 Overcoming 
Darkness: Ignorance and 
Moral Blindness

The “darkness” referred to in these verses 
symbolizes ignorance of the divine unity of 
existence. When one fails to see others as 
expressions of the same Self, selfishness, 
violence, and injustice arise. The Upanishad 
warns that intellectual knowledge alone, 
without moral values, can be even more 
dangerous than ignorance. It leads to pride 
and domination. Therefore, the relevance 
of these teachings to modern education is 
immense — knowledge without values can 
destroy society, while value-based knowledge 
can sustain it.

5.4.3 Value Education as 
Integration of Vidya and 
Avidya
In the Upanishadic framework, Avidya 

refers to worldly sciences and skills, while 
Vidya signifies knowledge of the eternal. 
The Upanishad does not reject either; it 
emphasizes their integration.

Modern value education also aims to 
synthesize intellectual and moral learning. 
Practical education (Avidya) enables survival, 
but spiritual awareness (Vidya) gives 
meaning and purpose. Together, they prepare 
individuals for responsible citizenship and 
moral integrity.

Thus, the Isavasya Upanishad provides 
a timeless philosophical justification for 
holistic education.

5.4.4 Verses 12–14: The 
Knowledge of Gods and 
Non-Gods.
Verses 12–14 extend the discussion by 

distinguishing between the knowledge of the 
gods (Devas) and the knowledge of the non-
gods (Asuras). The “gods” here symbolize 
forces of light — truth, compassion, and self-
control. The “non-gods” represent darkness 
— greed, ego, and ignorance.

The Upanishad explains that both kinds 
of knowledge are essential, but their misuse 
leads to moral decay. Worship of gods without 
understanding their symbolic meaning 
leads to superstition; rejection of divine 
principles leads to materialism. The wise 
person integrates both — recognizing the 
sacred in the secular. This insight has deep 
relevance for value education: education 
should cultivate rational understanding along 
with reverence for life.

5.4.5 Moral Interpretation 
of the Concept of “Deva” 
and “Asura”.

In philosophical terms, Deva and Asura are 
not external beings but inner tendencies. The 
“Deva” in man is the higher self — selfless, 
pure, and compassionate; the “Asura” is the 
lower self — selfish, aggressive, and ignorant. 
Verses 12–14 urge the learner to cultivate the 
divine tendencies and overcome the asuric 
ones through right knowledge and disciplined 
living. This moral self-purification forms 
the essence of value education: learning 
must transform the inner being, not merely 
the intellect.

5.4.6 The Concept of Death 
and Immortality.

The Isavasya Upanishad uses the symbols 
of death (Mrityu) and immortality (Amritam) 
to represent moral and spiritual conditions. 
Death stands for ignorance, selfishness, 
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and attachment; immortality represents 
enlightenment, detachment, and love.

Through the integration of Vidya and 
Avidya, one “crosses over death” — that 
is, transcends moral decay — and attains 
“immortality,” or enduring values. In this 
sense, immortality means the continuity of 
truth and virtue beyond physical existence. 
Education rooted in values ensures this moral 
continuity within individuals and societies.

5.4.7 The Upanishadic 
Vision of Value Education.

The Isavasya Upanishad offers a holistic 
vision of value education. It does not separate 
intellectual, moral, and spiritual development. 
The purpose of learning is not only to acquire 
skills but to discover one’s divine essence 
and to act accordingly.

The integration of Vidya and Avidya, 
Deva and Asura, life and death — all point 
to a balanced way of living. Education must 
therefore aim to harmonize the head, heart, 
and hands — knowledge, emotion, and action. 
Such integration cultivates self-awareness, 
compassion, and a sense of responsibility 
toward others and the environment.

In modern times, education has become 
largely utilitarian — focused on employment, 
competition, and success. Moral and spiritual 
dimensions are often neglected. The result is 
a crisis of values: corruption, violence, and 
alienation. The Isavasya Upanishad addresses 
this imbalance by teaching that knowledge 
without values is incomplete. True progress 
lies in uniting intellectual advancement with 
ethical and spiritual insight. Its message 
is timeless: knowledge should uplift, not 
exploit. Thus, the Upanishadic vision 
provides a philosophical foundation for 
value-based education systems worldwide.

In the Upanishadic tradition, the teacher 
(Guru) is a guide to self-realization, not 
merely an instructor. The learner (Shishya) 

must approach with humility, discipline, 
and openness.

The teacher’s role in value education is 
to awaken awareness of the divine unity in 
all beings and to model ethical conduct. The 
learner’s role is to assimilate knowledge 
through reflection and self-purification. The 
Isavasya Upanishad thus highlights that 
education is a sacred relationship aimed 
at awakening wisdom and moral strength.

5.4.8 Ethical Values 
Derived from the Isavasya 
Upanishad.
From verses 9–14, several key values 

emerge that are central to human development:

Harmony: Integrating material and spiritual 
life.

Humility: Recognizing the limits of 
knowledge.

Selflessness: Acting without selfish desire.

Compassion: Seeing the Divine in all beings.

Integrity: Aligning thought, word, and deed.

These are not abstract ideals; they are 
practical principles for living ethically in 
a modern world driven by competition and 
greed.

5.4.9 Environmental and 
Social Relevance.
The Isavasya Upanishad teaches 

that the entire universe is divine. This 
idea naturally extends to environmental 
ethics — harming nature is equivalent to 
disrespecting the Divine. Verses 9–14, by 
warning against ignorance and arrogance, 
remind us that misuse of knowledge (science 
and technology) without values leads to 
destruction. Value education, therefore, must 
instill ecological consciousness and social 
responsibility. Education that combines 
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Vidya and Avidya can help humanity use 
knowledge wisely for sustainable living.

The message of the Isavasya Upanishad 
transcends cultural and religious boundaries. 
It speaks of universal values — truth, non-
violence, cooperation, and harmony. In a 
globalized world, where cultures interact 
and conflicts arise, these values are crucial. 
Education based on such principles can 
promote intercultural understanding and 
world peace. Hence, the Isavasya Upanishad 
offers not only personal ethics but a global 
philosophy of coexistence.

In short, value education inspired by 
the Isavasya Upanishad aims at self-trans-
formation. When a person internalizes the 
truth of unity, selfish motives disappear, 
and actions become selfless and compas-
sionate. This is the meaning of liberation 
(Moksha) — freedom from ignorance and 
ego. It is not an escape from life but a state 
of enlightened living. The one who realizes 
this lives in peace, serves others, and uplifts 
society. Thus, the verses 9–14 are not just 
philosophical reflections but practical guides 
to ethical education and personal growth

Recap

	♦ The Isavasya Upanishad teaches that both empirical knowledge (Avidya) 
and spiritual wisdom (Vidya) are essential for a complete and balanced 
life.

	♦ Knowledge without humility and compassion can lead to arrogance 
and moral blindness.

	♦ Education must be value-centered.

	♦ Deva and Asura symbolize the inner moral forces in humans.

	♦ True education harmonizes intellectual understanding with ethical action.

	♦ Death symbolizes ignorance and selfishness.

	♦  Immortality stands for moral awakening and enlightened living.

	♦ The Guru–Shishya relationship emphasizes self-realization, humility, 
and moral discipline rather than mere information transfer.

	♦ Harmony, humility, selflessness, compassion, and integrity form the 
ethical foundation of human development.

	♦ Seeing divinity in all existence promotes ecological balance and social 
responsibility.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Which Upanishad emphasizes the integration of Vidya and Avidya as 
the foundation of value education?

2.	 What does the term Avidya primarily represent in the Upanishadic 
context?

3.	 In Verses 12–14, what do the terms Deva and Asura symbolize?

4.	 According to the Isavasya Upanishad, what leads to immortality?

5.	 Which ethical quality emphasizes seeing the Divine in all beings?

6.	 What is the Upanishadic term used to denote liberation or spiritual 
freedom?

7.	 According to the unit, what must education harmonize to ensure holistic 
development?

Answers

1.	  Isavasya

2.	 Ignorance

3.	 Tendencies

4.	 Vidya

5.	 Compassion

6.	 Moksha

7.	 Balance

Assignments

1.	 Explain how the integration of Vidya and Avidya in the Isavasya Upanishad 
offers a philosophical foundation for value education in the modern 
world.

170 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



Suggested Reading

1.	 Vivekananda, Swami. Complete Works of Swami Vivekananda. Advaita 
Ashrama.

2.	 Mahadevan, T.M.P. (1971). Outlines of Hinduism. Madras: Chetana 
Publications.

3.	 Dasgupta, S.N. (1922). A History of Indian Philosophy, Vol. 1. Cambridge 
University Press.

4.	 Radhakrishnan, S. (1927). Indian Philosophy, Vol. I. Oxford University 
Press.

Reference

1.	 G.Balakrishnan Nair-Sreenarayana Gurudeva Krithikal-Malayalam- 
Sampoorna Vyakhyanam-2003-published by Kerala Bhasha Institute, 
Thiruvananthapuram.

2.	 G.Balakrishnan Nair-Vedantha Darsanam -Upanishad Swadhyayam-
1997-published by Kerala Bhasha Institute, Thiruvananthapuram.

3.	 Sharma, Chandradhar. (1987). A Critical Survey of Indian Philosophy. 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass.

4.	 Nikhilananda, Swami. (1949). The Upanishads: A New Translation. 
New York: Ramakrishna-Vivekananda Center.

5.	 S.Radhakrishnan, (1953). The Principal Upanishads. London: George 
Allen & Unwin.

2.	 Discuss the symbolic meanings of Deva and Asura as moral forces within 
the human personality. How are these relevant to ethical education today?

3.	 Evaluate the statement: “Knowledge without values can destroy soci-
ety, while value-based knowledge can sustain it,” in the light of verses 
9–14 of the Isavasya Upanishad.

171 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



6.	 Swami Chinmayananda. (1984). Ishavasya Upanishad Commentary. 
Mumbai: Chinmaya Mission Trust.

7.	 Sri Aurobindo. (1922). The Life Divine. Pondicherry: Sri Aurobindo 
Ashram.

8.	 4. Easwaran, Eknath. (1987). The Upanishads: Translations for the 
Modern Reader. California: Nilgiri Press

172 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



Work and 
Knowledge

1
BLOCK

6
SG

O
U



Synthesis of Work and 
Knowledge (Karma and Jnana)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ understand the main ideas of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad and its message 
of divine unity

	♦ explain the meanings of Karma (work) and Jñāna (knowledge) in the 
Upaniṣadic tradition

	♦ describe how the Upaniṣad combines action and knowledge as two 
parts of one spiritual path

	♦ identify the views of major philosophers like Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and 
Sri Aurobindo on this synthesis.

	♦ relate the Upaniṣadic ideas of renunciation, selfless work, and inner joy 
to modern life and ethical living

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad, belonging to the Śukla Yajurveda, is among the shortest but 
most profound Upaniṣads. Comprising eighteen mantras, it captures the Upaniṣadic 
vision of unity between the individual and the universal self. Its central teaching is 
the reconciliation of Karma and Jñāna which are two seemingly divergent paths in 
Indian spiritual traditions. This Upaniṣad proclaims that the world is pervaded by 
the Lord (Īśa). Thus, it professes that one must live and act in the world with the 
awareness of divine immanence. It rejects both escapism and materialism. Rather, 
it proposes a dynamic balance-view of life which carries the message to renounce 
internally while acting externally.
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Discussion

Keywords
Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad, Karma (Work), Jñāna (Knowledge), Ātman–Brahman, Tyāga–Bhoga 

(Renunciation–Enjoyment), Vidyā–Avidyā, Niṣkāma Karma, Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita, 
Integral Yoga, Unity of Existence, Self-realization, Divine Immanence

6.1.1 Philosophical 
Background of the Upaniṣads
The Upaniṣads are the culmination of 

Vedic thought. Early Vedic texts focused 
on ritual and sacrifice. Later thinkers began 
to question the ultimate purpose of these 
acts. Such an  inquiry subsequently led to 
a deeper search for truth and the discovery 
of Ātman as the ultimate reality.

It can be seen that the Upaniṣads, generally 
shift the focus from external ritual (karma) 
to internal realization (jñāna). However, the 
Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad reintroduced Karma into 
spiritual life by asserting that realization and 
righteous action are not mutually exclusive 
but interdependent.

In this light, the Upaniṣad dissolves 
the boundary between the sacred and the 
secular. It invites the seeker to act in the 
world with awareness that every deed, 
every relationship, and every material object 
participates in the divine whole. The tension 
between worldly engagement (pravṛtti) and 
spiritual withdrawal (nivṛtti) is thus resolved 
through the vision of divine pervasion. The 
Upaniṣad’s teaching is not escapist but 
integrative. It unites the spiritual insight 
of the sage with the ethical responsibility 
of the householder.

6.1.2 The Īśāvāsya 
Upaniṣad: An Overview

The text opens with this verse: Īśāvāsyam 
idam sarvaṃ yat kiñca jagatyāṃ jagat. It can 

be translated as follows;  “All this, whatever 
exists in this changing world, is enveloped 
by the Lord.” This verse establishes a theistic 
monism: everything is divine which implies 
that nothing is outside the scope of Īśa or 
the divine. The Upaniṣad then emphasizes 
renunciation (tyaktena bhuñjīthā) and 
warns against greed (mā gṛdhaḥ kasya svid 
dhanam). Later verses elaborate the necessity 
of performing one’s duties for a hundred 
years (kurvanneveha karmāṇi jīviṣec chataṃ 
samāḥ), revealing a doctrine that validates 
life and work as spiritual practices. 

In other words, the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad 
presents a vision of oneness, a unity between 
the divine (Īśa) and the world (jagat). The 
divine is not far away in some distant heaven; 
it is immanent, present within and around 
us. This teaching is sometimes described as 
theistic monism, meaning that while God is 
one, that oneness is manifested in all things.

This view carries a powerful message 
for human life: if everything is divine, then 
every action, every relationship, and every 
object must be approached with reverence. 
Spirituality, then, is not about escaping the 
world, but about seeing the world differently, 
with the awareness that all of it is sacred.

6.1.3 The Concept of 
Karma (Work)
A teacher enters her classroom every 

morning with quiet dedication. Year after 
year, she teaches the same lessons, guides 
new students, and patiently answers their 
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doubts. She does not work for praise or 
reward, but because she finds meaning in 
the act of teaching itself. In her effort, there 
is joy; in her service, there is peace. This 
simple image captures the spirit of Karma 
as understood in the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad.

In the Upaniṣadic transformation, Karma, 
work or action, becomes much more than 
an external activity. It turns into the ethical 
expression of divine consciousness. The 
Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad does not see work as 
bondage but as a means of inner purification. 
What binds a person is not action itself, 
but attachment to its results. When one 
works for personal gain, pride, or desire, 
the action creates bondage; but when one 
works selflessly, without expectation, it sets 
the soul free.

This ideal of Niṣkāma Karma (selfless 
action) teaches that action performed without 
attachment to its fruits ceases to bind the 
doer. The act becomes worship rather than 
labour. In such work, the distinction between 
the worker and the divine begins to fade, 
the person becomes a channel through 
which divine energy flows into the world. 
A farmer who tills his land sincerely, aware 
that rain, soil, and sunlight are not in his 
control, represents this spirit. He does his 
duty with care and leaves the rest to nature. 
Such action, humble and detached, is not 
driven by greed but guided by trust.

The Īśāvāsya thus redefines Karma as 
a sacred participation in the divine order 
of the world. To work in this way is not 
to escape from life but to engage with it 
more meaningfully. Every act, teaching, 
farming, helping, creating , can become a 
path of spiritual growth when done with the 
awareness that the divine pervades all beings.

6.1.4 The Concept of 
Jñāna (Knowledge)
A person sitting by a riverside may see 

the water’s surface as separate ripples, each 

distinct and moving in different directions. But 
when one looks deeply, one realizes that every 
ripple, every wave, and every drop is water 
itself, the same essence taking many forms. 
In the same way, the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad 
invites us to see the world not as a collection 
of isolated beings, but as expressions of one 
underlying reality. This vision is Jñāna, or 
true knowledge. In the Upaniṣadic tradition, 
Jñāna is not mere intellectual learning or 
reasoning. It is intuitive awareness, the direct 
realization that the individual self (Ātman) 
and the universal self (Brahman) are one. 
The Upaniṣad declares: “He who sees all 
beings in the Self and the Self in all beings, 
for him there is no delusion or sorrow.” 
Such seeing is not an act of the mind but a 
transformation of consciousness.

This realization changes how one lives. 
When a person perceives the same divine 
presence in all beings, ego and selfishness 
dissolve. Life ceases to revolve around 
personal gain or loss; instead, it flows 
naturally with compassion, understanding, 
and equanimity. True knowledge thus 
brings freedom, not escape from the 
world, but a new way of being within it. 
Consider a nurse caring for patients in a 
busy hospital. If she sees her work as dealing 
with strangers, she may soon feel tired or 
frustrated. But if she recognizes the same 
sacred spark in every patient seeing them as 
expressions of the same Self, her work gains 
new meaning. Knowledge, in this sense, 
becomes love in action.

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad therefore sees 
Jñāna and Karma as inseparable. Knowledge 
gives direction to action, ensuring it is 
guided by awareness, not by ignorance or 
desire. Likewise, right action reinforces 
knowledge by keeping the mind pure and 
selfless. Together, they form a balanced 
life, understanding leading to service, 
and service deepening understanding. 
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6.1.5 Renunciation and 
Enjoyment

Imagine a person standing in a garden 
filled with flowers. One can either pluck them 
greedily and watch them fade away, or simply 
stand in quiet appreciation, breathing in their 
fragrance without the urge to possess. The 
joy that arises from this quiet appreciation 
is deeper and freer than the pleasure of 
ownership. This gentle experience captures 
the essence of the Upaniṣadic teaching , 
“Renounce and enjoy.”

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad opens with this 
beautiful paradox: “Renounce and enjoy.” 
At first sight, tyāga (renunciation) and bhoga 
(enjoyment) seem opposed, one implying 
withdrawal and the other indulgence. Yet, the 
Upaniṣad brings them together in harmony 
by offering a new understanding of both. It 
tells us that true enjoyment arises not from 
possession, but from freedom from it.

To “renounce” in this context does not 
mean rejecting the world or escaping from it. 
Rather, it is an inner renunciation, the letting 
go of the sense of ownership, greed, and ego. 
When the mind is no longer tied to “this is 
mine” or “that is yours,” a deeper peace 
appears. One can then enjoy the beauty of 
life without clinging to it, just as one enjoys 
a song without needing to own the singer. A 
person may live in a comfortable home and 
use the world’s resources responsibly, but if 
they do so with gratitude and detachment, 
seeing everything as belonging to the Divine 
(Īśa), their enjoyment becomes pure. On the 
other hand, someone who hoards wealth or 
pleasure without awareness becomes restless 
and anxious, constantly afraid of loss. The 
difference lies not in what one possesses, 
but in how one perceives it.

The Upaniṣad thus teaches that the world 
itself can be enjoyed, but only through 
renunciation. When one sees the divine 
presence pervading all creation (Īśāvāsyam 

idam sarvam), enjoyment becomes sacred 
participation in the cosmic play of existence. 
One no longer seeks to dominate life but 
to flow with it in reverence and gratitude.

6.1.7 Doctrine of Avidyā, Vidyā, 
and the Unity of Existence

A traveller at dawn carries a lamp to light 
the path. When the sun rises, the lamp is no 
longer needed, but it guided the traveller to 
the light. This image captures the Upaniṣadic 
teaching on Avidyā and Vidyā, two forms 
of knowledge that together lead to truth.

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad declares: “He who 
knows both Vidyā and Avidyā together,by 
Avidyā he crosses death, and by Vidyā he 
attains immortality.” Here Avidyā means 
practical or worldly knowledge, which 
sustains material life and enables responsible 
action. It is the realm of the sciences, arts, 
and skills that organize existence. Vidyā, 
on the other hand, is spiritual insight, the 
knowledge of the Self (Ātman) as one with 
the Absolute (Brahman). The Upaniṣad does 
not reject Avidyā but insists on balance. Life 
demands both, one for sustenance, the other 
for liberation. This harmony matures in the 
Bhagavad Gītā as Karma-Yoga, where right 
knowledge and right action become one 
path. A doctor’s medical skill (Avidyā) saves 
bodies, but when joined with compassion 
and reverence for life (Vidyā), it becomes 
sacred service.

When this integration deepens, it opens 
to the Unity of Existence, the realization 
that all beings and things are manifestations 
of one divine consciousness. The wise see 
beyond division: the same Self shines in all. 
Just as waves belong to one ocean, all life 
arises from and returns to the same reality. 
This vision transforms knowledge itself. It 
dissolves ego, awakens compassion, and 
turns every act into worship. In recognizing 
the One in the many, the seeker finds peace 
in the heart of action.

177 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



6.1.8 Interpretations of 
Major Philosophers

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad has been read 
through many philosophical lenses, each 
revealing a different dimension of its wisdom. 
While its verses remain brief and poetic, their 
meanings unfold uniquely in the hands of 
great thinkers like Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and 
Sri Aurobindo, each emphasizing a distinct 
path to realize the same truth.
Śaṅkara, the proponent of Advaita 

Vedānta, interprets the Īśāvāsya as a dec-
laration of non-dual reality. According to 
him, liberation (mokṣa) is attained through 
Jñāna, or the direct realization that the indi-
vidual self (Ātman) is one with the Absolute 
(Brahman). Karma, or action, has only a 
preparatory role. It purifies the mind and 
removes ignorance, but cannot itself lead 
to liberation. Once true knowledge arises, 
the need for prescribed action falls away. 
Śaṅkara compares this to the use of a lad-
dernecessary to climb, but left behind once 
the summit is reached. The realized person, 
however, may continue to act in the world, 
yet such action no longer binds, for it flows 
from pure awareness. For Śaṅkara, Karma 
prepares; Jñāna liberates.
Rāmānuja, on the other hand, presents a 

theistic interpretation rooted in his philosophy 
of Viśiṣṭādvaita, or qualified non-dualism. He 
accepts the Upaniṣadic insight of unity but 
insists that this unity is personal and divine. 
The Lord (Īśa) pervades all, yet remains the 
supreme Being whom devotees can love and 
serve. Knowledge (Jñāna) without devotion 
(Bhakti) is incomplete, for realization must 
express itself in loving service. Karma, when 
performed with devotion and the awareness 
of God’s presence, becomes a sacred act. A 
person who cooks, teaches, or serves others 
with devotion transforms ordinary work 
into worship. Thus, Rāmānuja harmonizes 
knowledge, love, and action into a living 
spiritual synthesis. For Rāmānuja, to know 
God is to serve with love.

A later modern thinker, Sri Aurobindo, 
finds in the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad a timeless 
integral philosophy of life. To him, the 
Upaniṣad’s message is not about renounc-
ing the world but about divinizing it through 
conscious action. He interprets Karma and 
Jñāna as complementary expressions of 
one truth: that the Divine is both transcen-
dent and immanent, within and around us. 
For Aurobindo, knowledge gives vision, 
and action gives expression to that vision. 
Every deed can become a means of real-
izing the Divine,when done in awareness 
and surrender. Aurobindo’s interpretation 
thus transforms the Upaniṣadic ideal into a 
dynamic call for participation in the world’s 
spiritual evolution. For Aurobindo, Jñāna 
and Karma unite, the Divine acts through 
the awakened human.

6.1.9 Synthesis of Karma 
and Jñāna

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad culminates in a 
vision where work and knowledge no longer 
appear as two distinct pursuits but as two 
harmonizing movements of the same spiritual 
rhythm. In the earlier verses, the Upaniṣad 
had declared that all this world is pervaded 
by the Lord. From this realization arises the 
insight that every act, every thought, and 
every experience can become a means of 
communion with the Divine. The synthesis 
it proposes is therefore both ontological, 
affirming that the entire universe is one divine 
reality, and ethical, teaching that life in this 
world must be guided by that realization.

When the seeker understands that there is 
no separation between the individual self and 
the cosmic Self, action ceases to be driven by 
desire or fear. It becomes spontaneous, self-
less, and pure. The Īśāvāsya thus transforms 
the meaning of karma: it is not bondage but 
an instrument of liberation when performed 
with the awareness of unity. Similarly, jñāna 
is not a withdrawal into contemplation but 
the light that illumines right action. In the 
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true seeker’s life, knowledge and work flow 
together, karma becomes jñāna in motion, 
and jñāna finds expression through karma. 
The enlightened individual, knowing the 
Divine as the very essence of all beings, acts 
with a quiet joy, free from the narrowness 
of personal gain or loss.

This insight carries deep philosophical 
significance. Metaphysically, it proclaims that 
reality is one, and the diversity of forms and 
forces is merely the varied play of the same 
divine consciousness. Epistemologically, it 
dissolves the old boundary between subject 
and object, teaching that true knowledge is 
participation in being, not separation from 
it. Ethically, it urges that action must spring 
from this realization of unity, then alone can 
it be selfless, compassionate, and creative. 
Spiritually, it offers a vision of liberation 
that does not lie in abandoning the world 
but in transforming our relation to it. The 
person who sees the Divine in all acts in 
freedom, detached from outcomes yet fully 
engaged in life.

This harmony of work and wisdom bears 
striking relevance to our own age. The 
modern world, marked by restless activ-
ity and unbridled desire, often measures 

progress by possession and power. The 
Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad gently reminds us that 
to “renounce and enjoy” is not to deny the 
world but to see it as sacred, to live with 
inner detachment and outward responsibil-
ity. When we act with awareness, our work 
becomes worship; when we consume with 
restraint, our enjoyment becomes gratitude. 
In ecological terms, it invites us to respect 
the web of life; in ethical terms, it asks us to 
serve without greed; and in spiritual terms, 
it leads us to recognize the divine presence 
in all that exists.

The wisdom of the Īśāvāsya thus reaches 
across centuries. It speaks to the modern 
individual caught between action and reflec-
tion, success and meaning. It reminds us that 
these are not opposites but complements, 
each find fulfillment in the other. The true 
renunciate is not the one who abandons the 
world but the one who lives in it without 
being consumed by it. The true knower is 
not the one who withdraws from action but 
the one who acts with the clarity of knowl-
edge. In this unity of karma and jñāna, life 
becomes both a field of work and a path to 
freedom, a celebration of the Divine unfold-
ing through every act and thought.

Recap

	♦ The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad teaches that the entire universe is pervaded by 
the Divine (Īśa).

	♦ It reconciles Karma (action) and Jñāna (knowledge) as two interdependent 
paths to liberation.

	♦ True renunciation means inner detachment, not withdrawal from worldly 
life.

	♦ Selfless action (Niṣkāma Karma) purifies the mind and aligns human 
will with the Divine.
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Objective Questions

1.	 Which Veda does the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad belong to?

2.	 How many mantras are there in the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad?

3.	 What is the opening phrase of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad?

4.	 What does the term Niṣkāma Karma mean?

5.	 Who interpreted the Upaniṣad as teaching non-dualism (Advaita)?

6.	 According to Rāmānuja, which two elements must unite for spiritual 
realization?

7.	 What are the two kinds of knowledge mentioned in the Upaniṣad?

8.	 What is the central philosophical theme of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad?

	♦ Jñāna is intuitive realization of the unity between Ātman and Brahman.

	♦ Vidyā and Avidyā together lead to complete wisdom—worldly knowledge 
guided by spiritual insight.

	♦ Śaṅkara emphasizes liberation through knowledge; Rāmānuja through 
knowledge joined with devotion; Aurobindo through integral unity of 
knowledge and action.

	♦ The Upaniṣad affirms the Unity of Existence, dissolving the divide 
between sacred and secular life.

	♦ Ethical living arises when action flows from awareness of divine pervasion.

	♦ In the modern context, it urges sustainable living, selfless service, and 
spiritual awareness in action.
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Answers

1.	 Śukla Yajurveda

2.	 Eighteen mantras

3.	 Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam

4.	 Selfless action or action without desire for results

5.	 Śaṅkara

6.	 Knowledge (Jñāna) and devotion (Bhakti)

7.	 Vidyā and Avidyā

8.	 Unity of Karma (work) and Jñāna (knowledge)

Assignments

1.	 Compare the interpretations of Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and Sri Aurobindo 
on the relationship between knowledge and action.

2.	 Discuss the contemporary relevance of the Upaniṣadic vision of unity 
in today’s materialistic world.

3.	 How does the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad reconcile the paths of Karma and 
Jñāna?

4.	 Explain the meaning of the phrase “Renounce and enjoy” in the context 
of the Upaniṣad.
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The Face of Truth, 
Meaning of Truth

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ Understand the meaning of Satya (Truth) in the Vedic and Upaniṣadic 
traditions.

	♦ Recognize the symbolic sense of the “golden vessel” and the “Face of 
Truth.”

	♦ Describe how Truth relates to knowledge, action, and self-realization.

	♦ Identify how thinkers like Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and Sri Aurobindo interpret 
this verse.

	♦ Reflect on the relevance of the “Face of Truth” in today’s world.

The concept of Truth (Satya) is central to the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad. In its closing 
mantra, the Upaniṣad invokes the divine to “unveil the face of Truth hidden by a 
golden vessel.” This imagery expresses a profound spiritual insight that Reality, 
though radiant and perfect, is concealed by illusion and ignorance. The “Face of 
Truth” (Satyasya Mukham) represents the direct vision of Reality, the ultimate 
experience where the seeker perceives Brahman without distortion. To reach that 
Truth, one must lift the veil of ignorance and ego that obscures it. Thus, the Īśāvāsya 
integrates epistemology, metaphysics, and ethics into a single contemplative act. 
This unit aims at an exposition of it.
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Discussion

Keywords
Satya, truth, face, reality, illusion, ego

6.2.1 The Concept of 
Satya (Truth) in Vedic and 
Upaniṣadic Thought
Usually, we tend to understand the 

concept of satya as factual correctness. 
In the Vedic period, Satya was not merely 
factual correctness. Rather, it denoted  the 
ontological reality, that which truly is.  At 
this juncture, one might ask the following 
question; are fact and Reality not the same? 
To  make the distinction between these two 
fine-grained, let us consider an example. 
When any physical object is placed against 
sunlight, there will be a shadow of that 
object behind it. That there is a shadow of 
the object describes a true fact; however, that 
does not make the shadow Real. The Rig 
Veda speaks of ṛta (cosmic order) and satya 
(truth) as two inseparable aspects of divine 
existence.In the Upaniṣads, Satya evolves 
into the absolute: Brahman itself is Truth. The 
Chāndogya Upaniṣad declares, “Satyam eva 
jayate, nānṛtam”. Truth alone triumphs, not 
falsehood. The Īśāvāsya inherits this vision 
but adds a new dimension: Truth is hidden 
by the golden radiance of manifestation.

6.2.2 The Hidden Face 
of Truth: Symbolic 
Interpretation
The seventeenth mantra of the Īśāvāsya 

Upaniṣad reads as follows:

Hiranmayena pātreṇa satyasyaāpihitam 
mukham

Tat tvaṃ pūṣann apāvṛṇu satya-dharmāya 
dṛṣṭaye.

Translation:

“The face of Truth is hidden by a golden 
vessel.
 O Sun, O nourisher, remove it so that I,
devoted to the Truth, may behold it.”

This verse is both mystical and symbolic. 
The “golden vessel” (hiranmaya pātra) 
represents the splendour of phenomenal 
creation, which, while divine, conceals the 
ultimate Reality. The

seeker appeals to the cosmic Sun which 
is the symbol of illumination to remove the 
veil and reveal the face of Truth.

The “golden vessel” symbolizes the allure 
of material and intellectual brilliance. Gold 
represents value, beauty, and attraction. Yet, 
it also blinds the seeker by its very radiance. 
Thus, even divine manifestation can obscure 
the transcendent Truth. Philosophically, the 
veil represents Māyā—the cosmic power 
that makes the One appear as many. The 
seeker’s prayer is therefore an invocation 
for liberation from Māyā, from the charm 
of forms, to realize the formless Brahman.

6.2.3 The Nature of Truth 
as Divine Consciousness
Truth, in the Īśāvāsya, is not a static 

proposition but living consciousness, or 
Sat-Cit-Ānanda

(Being-Consciousness-Bliss). It is the 
infinite foundation underlying the universe. 
To know
Truth is to become Truth. Hence, 

the Upaniṣadic pursuit of Truth is 
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self-transformative: knowledge and being 
merge. The seeker who removes ignorance 
perceives the universe as the radiant 
expression of the same Divine Reality that 
resides within.

6.2.4 The Seeker’s 
Journey: Removing the 
Golden Veil

The prayer to the Sun (Pūṣan) marks the 
culmination of the seeker’s spiritual journey. 
After walking the paths of selfless action 
(karma) and inner knowledge (jñāna), the 
aspirant reaches the threshold of illumination. 
The plea to “remove the golden vessel” is 
not a request for any outward event, but 
a call for inward transformation. The veil 
to be lifted is the veil of ego — the deep-
rooted sense of separateness that makes one 
believe, “I am different from the world and 
from the Divine.”

Just as the morning mist hides the sunlight 
though the sun itself never ceases to shine, 
ego and ignorance veil the ever-present 
Truth. When the mist dissolves, the sunlight 
that was always there floods the landscape. 
In the same way, when the ego dissolves 
through understanding and humility, the 
seeker realizes that the Divine light was 
never absent. It only seemed hidden.

The “Face of Truth” thus shines when 
individuality gives way to universality, when 
the limited self merges into the boundless 
Self. This realization is called jīvanmukti  
or liberation while living. One continues 
to act in the world but without attachment, 
seeing the same divine presence in all beings

6.2.5 Relationship between 
Truth, Knowledge, and 
Work
The Īśāvāsya earlier emphasized the 

harmony of Karma (action) and Jñāna 
(knowledge). Both are instruments for 

unveiling Truth. Karma purifies; Jñāna 
illumines. The face of Truth cannot be seen 
by mere thought or ritual but through selfless 
living and pure awareness. Thus, Truth is 
the synthesis of knowing, being, and doing.

In Vedic symbolism, the Sun (Sūrya 
or Pūṣan) represents consciousness, 
illumination, and guidance. In this verse, 
the Sun is invoked as the revealer of Truth. 
Just as the physical Sun dispels darkness, the 
spiritual Sun removes the veil of ignorance. 
The seeker prays: “O Sun, unveil for me the 
face of Truth.” The journey toward Truth 
thus moves from the outer light to the inner 
Light. 

6.2.6  Interpretation of the 
Face of Truth

The following sections present the 
interpretations of this verse by later 
Indian thinkers. According to Śaṅkara, the 
golden vessel signifies Avidyā, ignorance 
or superimposition (adhyāsa). The Sun 
symbolizes Brahman as consciousness. 
The removal of the veil is symbolic of the 
dawning of Self-knowledge, which destroys 
ignorance. Śaṅkara thus interprets the verse 
as the soul’s final invocation before realizing 
liberation. The “Face of Truth” is none other 
than the realization of one’s own Ātman as 
the infinite.

Rāmānuja views the “Face of Truth” as the 
divine form of Nārāyaṇa, concealed by the 
golden effulgence of His glory. The seeker 
prays for God’s grace to behold His true 
nature. For Rāmānuja, Truth is personal and 
relational, it is the vision of God through 
devotion (bhakti).

Sri Aurobindo interprets the verse as 
symbolic of the human quest for integral 
Truth. The golden vessel represents the 
luminous but limited knowledge of the 
intellect and senses. True knowledge lies 
beyond this veil, accessible through spiritual 
intuition. For Aurobindo, the Face of Truth 
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is the supramental consciousness, the Divine 
Reality that transcends and includes all 
creation.

6.2.7  Aspects of Truth 
The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad reveals that Truth 

is both transcendent and immanent. It is the 
stillness behind motion, the unity underlying 
multiplicity. The hidden face symbolizes the 
divine essence behind all phenomena. Thus, 
Truth is not outside the world but within it, 
concealed by the golden veil of appearance.

Māyā is not mere falsehood but the 
creative power of Truth. It veils the Real 
through manifestation. The task of the seeker 
is not to destroy the world but to see through 
it, to recognize it as the expression of Satya. 
Hence, the unveiling of Truth is a change in 
perception rather than destruction of reality. 
It is awakening from ignorance to divine 
vision.

Truth in the Upaniṣadic sense is inseparable 
from ethics. To live truthfully is to act without 
deceit, greed, or self-interest. The person 
who perceives the world as divine acts justly 
and compassionately. Thus, the ethical ideal 
of Satyam vada, Dharmam cara (“Speak 
the truth, follow righteousness”) finds its 

highest expression here, the realization of 
Truth leads naturally to moral excellence.

6.2.8 The Modern 
Relevance of the Face of 
Truth

In a world dominated by superficial glitter, 
the “golden vessel” becomes a metaphor 
for technological brilliance and material 
progress that hide the inner Truth of being. 
The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad reminds humanity 
to pierce this veil and rediscover the spiri-
tual foundation of existence. Consider, for 
instance, how people today chase recognition 
through social media. The “golden vessel” 
here is the shine of digital approval in the 
form of  likes, followers, and status, which 
seems to promise fulfilment. However, they 
often deepen the sense of separation and 
restlessness. The Upaniṣadic message invites 
us to pierce this veil and reconnect with 
the enduring source of peace: the divine 
unity within all beings. Truth, as unity and 
divinity, forms the basis for peace, ecological 
balance, and ethical living. Its message is 
timeless: beyond appearance lies the radiant 
face of Reality.

Recap

	♦ Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad culminates in the seeker’s invocation to behold the 
“Face of Truth.”

	♦ The golden vessel symbolizes illusion; 

	♦ Truth is the eternal Brahman concealed within creation. 

	♦ The unveiling of Truth is liberation itself. 

	♦ Through the harmony of action, knowledge, and devotion, one removes 
the veil of ignorance

	♦ This leads to the attainment of  direct realization of divine Reality.
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Objective Questions

1.	 What is the central concept discussed in the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad’s final 
mantra?

2.	 What does the “golden vessel” symbolize in the verse?

3.	 Who is invoked in the prayer to unveil the “Face of Truth”?

4.	 What term does Śaṅkara use to describe the ignorance that hides Truth?

5.	 Which Upaniṣadic expression signifies “Being-Consciousness-Bliss”?

6.	 What is the state of liberation while living called?

7.	 According to Rāmānuja, what does the “Face of Truth” represent?

8.	 In modern terms, what does the “golden vessel” metaphorically stand 
for?

	♦ The Upaniṣadic vision of Truth unites thought, action, and ethics into 
one spiritual realization.

	♦  Liberation (jīvanmukti) is not escape from life 

	♦  Thinkers interpret the “Face of Truth” through knowledge, devotion, 
and integral awareness.

	♦ The message remains timeless.

Answers

1.	 The concept of Truth (Satya).

2.	 The illusion (Māyā) or radiance that conceals Reality.

3.	 The Sun (Pūṣan).

4.	 Avidyā.

5.	 Sat-Cit-Ānanda.
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Assignments

1.	 How does the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad distinguish between fact and Reality 
in its idea of Satya?

2.	 What inner transformation does the removal of the “golden vessel” 
signify for the seeker?

3.	 In what ways do knowledge (jñāna), action (karma), and devotion 
(bhakti) work together in unveiling Truth?

4.	 Why is the message of the “Face of Truth” considered relevant in 
today’s material and technological world

6.	 Jīvanmukti.

7.	 The divine form of Nārāyaṇa.

8.	 Material and technological brilliance that hides inner Truth.

Reference

1.	 Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad. (n.d.). Śukla Yajurveda.

2.	 Śaṅkarācārya. (n.d.). Bhāṣya on Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad.
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Interpretation of Death, 
The Message of Fearlessness 

(Verses 15-18)

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

1.	 Explain the philosophical significance of verses 15–18 of the Īśāvāsya 
Upaniṣad.

2.	 Interpret the symbolic meaning of the Sun, Wind, and Fire in the soul’s 
journey toward liberation.

3.	 Discuss the Upaniṣadic understanding of death as transformation rather 
than extinction.

4.	 Relate the concept of fearlessness to psychological balance and ethical 
living.

5.	 Compare the interpretations of Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and Aurobindo on 
the theme of immortality and realization.

The last four verses (15–18) of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad form the climax of the text. 
They are not merely hymns but spiritual invocations uttered by the realized soul at 
the threshold of death. These verses reveal a profound interpretation of death as the 
continuation of the soul’s journey toward the Divine. They teach fearlessness, born 
of Self -knowledge, and affirm the immortality of the Spirit. The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad, 
beginning with the declaration that all is pervaded by the Lord (Īśāvāsyam idam 
sarvam), culminates by affirming that death itself is a passage within that divine 
wholeness. In this unit, we are going to learn the different aspects of the last four 
verses of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad.
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Discussion

Keywords
Death, immortality, self-knowledge, fearlessness, divine wholeness

6.3.1 The Context of Verses 
15–18 in the Īśāvāsya 
Upaniṣad
The first fourteen verses teach the 

integration of knowledge (jñāna) and action 
(karma).Verses 15–18 form the epilogue, 
where the individual soul, purified by 
knowledge and action, prays for the final 
unveiling of Truth and the guidance toward 
liberation. Sri Aurobindo describes these 
closing verses as “the aspiration of the human 
soul standing between life and eternity, 
invoking the divine powers that veil and 
lead the Spirit.”

6.3.2. Verse 15: Ê½®h¨ÉªÉäxÉ {ÉÉjÉähÉ 
ºÉiªÉºªÉÉÊ{ÉÊ½iÉÆ ¨ÉÙJÉ¨

Sanskrit Text:

 Ê½®h¨ÉªÉäxÉ {ÉÉjÉähÉ ºÉiªÉºªÉÉÊ{ÉÊ½iÉÆ ¨ÉÙJÉ¨ *

iÉi i´ÉÆ {ÉÚ¹ÉzÉ{ÉÉ´ÉÞhÉÙ ºÉiªÉvÉ¨ÉÉÇªÉ o¹]ªÉä ** 24 **

Sreenarayana Grur’s Malayalam 
Translation
 
a‑q-S-s‑¸-S‑p-¶‑p s‑]‑m³-]‑m-{‑X‑w
s‑I‑m-ï‑p k-X‑y-a-X‑n³ a‑p-J‑w
X‑p-d-¡‑p-I-X‑p \‑o ]‑q-j³
k-X‑y-[À-½-¶‑p I‑m-W‑p-h‑m³.
 

Aurobindo’s English Translation:

The face of Truth is covered with a 
brilliant golden lid; 

O Sun, O Fosterer, remove it so that

I who am devoted to the Truth may behold 
it.”

Meaning and Interpretation:

This verse introduces the metaphysical 
setting of death: the soul seeks to behold 
the unveiled

Truth. The “golden lid” (hiranmayena 
pātreṇa) represents the luminous but 
deceptive brilliance of the world. Its forms 
and forces that conceal the eternal Reality. 
The Sun (Pūṣan), symbol of the divine 
Consciousness, is invoked to remove this 
veil. Death is here understood not as darkness 
but as an opportunity for illumination. The 
soul, purified by life’s experience, asks for 
the final revelation of the Truth beyond 
appearance. Sri Aurobindo writes that “this 
is the prayer of the departing soul asking 
the Lord of Light to unveil Himself in His 
pure spiritual being.” It is the prelude to 
liberation.

6.3.3 Verse 16: {ÉÚ¹ÉzÉäEò¹ÉÇªÉä ªÉ¨ÉºÉÚªÉÇ 
|ÉVÉÉ{ÉiªÉ *

Sanskrit Text:

 {ÉÚ¹ÉzÉäEò¹ÉÇªÉä ªÉ¨É ºÉÚªÉÇ |ÉVÉÉ{ÉiªÉ *

´ªÉÚ½ ®¶¨ÉÒx ºÉ¨ÉÙ½ iÉäVÉÉä ªÉkÉä °ò{ÉÆ Eò±ªÉÉhÉiÉ¨ÉÆ iÉi iÉä {É¶ªÉÉÊ¨É 

ªÉÉä%ºÉÉ´ÉºÉÉè {ÉÙ»¹É& ºÉÉä%½¨ÉÊº¨É ** १६ **

Sreenarayana Grur’s Malayalam 
Translation
 
]‑n-d-¶‑m-Z‑n-b‑nÂ \‑n-t‑¶-I þ
\‑m-b‑n h-¶‑n-§‑p k‑r-ã‑n-b‑p‑w
Ø‑n-X‑n-b‑p‑w \‑m-i-h‑p‑w s‑N-¿‑p‑w
k‑q-c‑y a‑m-ä‑p-I c-i‑v-a‑n-s‑b
A-S-¡‑p-I‑n-§‑p I‑m-×‑m-\‑m-b‑v
\‑n³ I-e‑y‑m-W-I-t‑f-_-c‑w
\‑n-¶‑nÂ \‑nÂ-¡‑p-¶ ]‑p-c‑p-j‑m þ
I‑r-X‑n-t‑b-X‑m-W-X‑m-W‑p R‑m³
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Aurobindo’s English Translation:

 O Fosterer, O Sole Seer, O Controller, O 
Sun, O Offspring of the Lord of Creation, 

Marshal thy rays, gather up thy light, that I 
may see that which is thy most blessed form. 

The Purusha who dwells there, He am I.”

Meaning and Interpretation:

Here the soul identifies itself with the 
Supreme Spirit. The prayer to the Sun is 
not for external light but for the inward 
illumination that reveals identity with the 
Divine.  The Sun’s “rays” represent the 
multiplicity of creation; their withdrawal 
signifies the dissolution of diversity into 
unity. The seeker declares, “He am I”, 
so’ham asmi, the profound realization of 
the Upaniṣadic truth “Aham Brahmāsmi.” Sri 
Aurobindo interprets this as the soul’s final 
awakening: “The liberated spirit recognizes 
itself as one with the Eternal Purusha, no 
longer divided by mind or matter.”

6.3.4  Verse 17: ´ÉÉªÉÙ®ÊxÉ±É¨ +¨ÉÞiÉ¨ 
+lÉäªÉÆ

Sanskrit Text:

 ´ÉÉªÉÙ®ÊxÉ±É¨É¨ÉÞiÉ¨ÉlÉänÆ ¦Éº¨ÉÉxiÉÆ ¶É®Ò®¨ *

+Éå GòiÉÉä º¨É® EòÞiÉÆ º¨É® GòiÉÉä º¨É® EòÞiÉÆ º¨É® ** 

१७**

Sreenarayana Grur’s Malayalam 
Translation
 
{‑]‑m-W³ t‑]‑m-a-´-c‑m-ß‑m-h‑nÂ
]‑n³-]‑p \‑o-d‑m-I‑p-a‑o-b‑p-SÂ
H‑m-s‑a-¶‑p \‑o k‑v-a-c‑n-¡‑m-ß³
I‑r-X‑w kÀ-Æ‑w k‑v-a-c‑n-¡‑p-I.

 

Aurobindo’s English Translation:

Let the life-breath return to the immortal 
Air; this body has become ashes. 

O Mind, remember, remember thy deeds; 

remember, O Mind, remember.”

Meaning and Interpretation:

This verse portrays the moment of 
physical death. The body, composed of 
matter, dissolves into its elements such as 
bhūmi, vāyu, agni, āpa, ākāśa. The prāṇa, 
the vital force, returns to the cosmic Vāyu. 
But there is no fear here. The tone is calm, 
dignified, and self-aware. The repeated 
exhortation “Krato smara, kṛtaṃ smara” 
(“O Mind, remember thy deeds”) signifies 
the continuity of consciousness. The soul 
reflects upon its life, carrying forward the 
essence of its actions into the higher planes.
According to Aurobindo, this verse reveals 
the Upaniṣadic truth that death is only a 
change of the field of experience; the spirit 
persists, immortal, unbroken.

6.3.5 Verse 18: अग्ने नय 
सुपथा राय ेअस्मान्
Sanskrit Text:

 अग्न ेनय सपुथा राय ेअसम्ान ्विशव्ानि देव 
वयुनानि विद्वान ्।

युयोध्यस्मज्जुहुराणं एनं भुइष्टां ते नाम 
उक्ति ंविदेम ॥ १८ ॥

Sreenarayana Grur’s Malayalam 
Translation
A-K‑v-t‑\ K-X‑n-¡‑m-b‑v h‑n-S‑p-I
k-·‑mÀ-K-¯‑q-s‑S R-§-s‑f .
s‑N-¿‑p‑w IÀ-½-§-s‑f-Ã‑m-h‑p þ
a-d‑n-ª‑o-S‑p-¶ t‑Z-h \‑o
h-©-\‑w s‑N-¿‑p-t‑a-\-Ê‑p
R-§-f‑nÂ \‑n-¶‑v a‑m-ä‑p-I .
A-t‑§-¡‑p R-§Ä s‑N-¿‑p-¶‑p
\-t‑a‑m-h‑m-I‑w a-l-¯-c‑w ‑!

Auobindo’s English Translation:

 O Fire, lead us by the good path to felicity; 
O God, thou knowest all our deeds. Remove

from us the deceitful sin; to thee we offer 
our words of reverence.
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Meaning and Interpretation:

This is a final invocation for divine 
guidance. Fire (Agni), the symbol of divine 
Will and Knowledge, is asked to lead the 
soul along the right path (supathā). Even in 
death, the soul is fearless—it does not beg 
for life but for right direction. The verse ends 
not in sorrow but in surrender and peace. It 
signifies the culmination of the Upaniṣadic 
journey: guided by divine light, purified 
of sin, the soul merges with the Eternal. 
Aurobindo observes: “The soul that knows 
itself one with the Eternal asks only that its 
forward journey be in the truth, guided by 
the divine Fire.”

Sri Aurobindo reads verses 15–18 as 
a single spiritual drama. The passage of 
the soul from ignorance to knowledge, 
from individuality to universality.   For 
him, these verses are not funerary hymns, 
but expressions of yogic realization. The 
“golden vessel” symbolizes the mind’s limited 
knowledge; the prayers to Sun, Wind, and 
Fire mark the ascent through the planes 
of consciousness. Death, therefore, is not 
extinction but transformation which is a 
movement into divine existence.

6.3.6 The Concept of Death 
and Fear in the Upaniṣadic 
Tradition
In the Upaniṣads, death (mṛtyu) is never 

absolute. It is a transition from the finite to the 
infinite. The Kaṭha Upaniṣad declares: “The 
wise one who knows the Self as bodiless, 
dwelling within the body, does not grieve 
when the body perishes.” The Īśāvāsya aligns 
with this vision. Death is an unveiling; life 
and death are both parts of the same divine 
rhythm.

Fear arises from ignorance of one’s true 
nature. The one who realizes Ātman as 
immortal experiences Abhaya, fearlessness. 
The sage sees death as a change of state, not 

a loss. The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad transforms 
death from a terror into a sacred passage. 
The prayer “O Agni, lead us by the good 
path” is the final act of fearlessness and 
surrender.

6.3.7 The Psychological 
and Ethical Implications of 
Fearlessness

Fearlessness, as envisioned in the Īśāvāsya 
Upaniṣad, is not a denial of danger or a 
display of bold defiance; rather, it is an 
outcome of deep spiritual insight. It arises 
when one realizes that the true Self (Ātman) 
is immortal and untouched by decay or death. 
The individual who knows this truth perceives 
that the destruction of the body does not mean 
the destruction of being. Thus, fearlessness 
becomes a natural state of consciousness, 
grounded in the awareness of the eternal.

From a psychological perspective, this 
state of fearlessness transforms the way 
one experiences life and mortality. The 
constant anxiety about loss, failure, and death 
diminishes when the mind recognizes its 
rootedness in something changeless. Such 
an individual no longer lives under the 
tyranny of fear but with calm acceptance 
of the cycles of life. This inner serenity 
leads to mental equilibrium, something what 
modern psychology might associate with 
self-actualization or existential acceptance.

On the ethical plane, fearlessness generates 
a distinct moral vision. The one who is free 
from fear has no need to exploit or harm 
others for survival or power. Compassion 
becomes effortless because the boundaries 
between self and other dissolve. Ethical 
conduct thus emerges not from external 
compulsion or social law but from inward 
freedom. Fearlessness, in this sense, is the 
foundation of moral strength. It prevents 
cruelty born of insecurity and encourages 
generosity grounded in unity with all life.
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For example, the figure of Nachiketa in 
the Kaṭha Upaniṣad embodies this ideal. 
Standing before Yama, the god of death, he 
remains serene and steadfast, desiring only 
the knowledge of the Self. His composure 
illustrates that fearlessness is not aggression 
but unwavering clarity of purpose, born 
from wisdom. Likewise, Mahatma Gandhi 
drew upon this Upanishadic vision when 
he claimed that the one who is fearless and 
truthful cannot be violent, his courage is 
moral, not physical.

Thus, fearlessness in the Upanishadic 
sense is both psychological freedom and 
ethical illumination. It releases one from 
bondage to fear and fills life with compassion 
and moral purpose, a harmony of inner peace 
and outer virtue.

6.3.8 Comparative 
Insights: Śaṅkara, 
Rāmānuja, and Aurobindo
Śaṅkara interprets these verses in an 

Advaitic manner: death is the dissolution of 
ignorance; the soul merges into the undivided 
Brahman. Rāmānuja views them devotion-
ally: the soul, guided by divine grace (Agni), 
attains the vision of God. Aurobindo sees 
them dynamically: the soul evolves beyond 
mortality into the supramental light. Thus, 
all agree that the essence of death is not 
fear but realization. The final verses of 
the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad reveal the unity of 
existence. Life prepares the ground; death 
completes the journey. The realized being 
sees both as divine acts. The message of the 
Īśāvāsya is therefore universal: Fearlessness 
is the fruit of knowledge; death is the gate 
to immortality.

Recap

	♦ Verses 15–18 of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad represent the culmination of 
the soul’s spiritual ascent. 

	♦ The prayers to the Sun, Wind, and Fire symbolize the soul’s conscious 
return to the Divine.

	♦ Through the unveiling of Truth, remembrance of deeds, and surrender 
to divine guidance, the soul transcends fear and attains liberation. 

	♦ Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation highlights death as transformation and 
consciousness as immortal.

	♦   Fearlessness means peace within, not recklessness.

	♦  It arises from self-knowledge and detachment from ego.

	♦  A fearless person lives without anxiety or fear of death.

	♦   It leads to compassion and respect for all living beings.

	♦ Fearlessness gives strength to stand for truth and justice.
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Objective Questions

1.	 What do the last four verses (15–18) of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad represent?

2.	 What does the “golden vessel” (hiraṇmayena pātreṇa) symbolize?

3.	 Who is invoked in Verse 15 to remove the veil of Truth?

4.	 What realization does the seeker express in Verse 16?

5.	 Which element does the life-breath return to in Verse 17?

6.	 What is the main prayer in Verse 18?

7.	 What does “Krato smara, kṛtaṃ smara” mean?

8.	 According to the Upaniṣads, what is the root cause of fear?

9.	 Who, in the Kaṭha Upaniṣad, stands fearless before Yama?

10.	How does fearlessness influence ethical conduct?

11.	According to Sri Aurobindo, what do the Sun, Wind, and Fire represent 
in these verses?

Answers

1.	 The culmination of the soul’s spiritual journey and realization.

2.	 The brilliance of worldly illusion that hides the Truth.

3.	 The Sun (Pūṣan).

4.	 The realization of unity with the Divine—So’ham asmi (“He am I”).

5.	 The immortal Air (Vāyu).

6.	 For divine guidance along the good path.

7.	 “O Mind, remember thy deeds.”

8.	 Ignorance of one’s true Self (Ātman).

9.	 Nachiketa.

10.	It leads to compassion and moral strength born of inner freedom.

11.	Stages or forces guiding the soul’s ascent toward the Divine.
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Assignments

1.	 How do Verses 15–18 reflect the Upaniṣadic view of death as trans-
formation rather than end?

2.	 What is the symbolic meaning of the prayer to the Sun in Verse 15?

3.	 How does the idea of remembrance in Verse 17 relate to the continuity 
of consciousness?

4.	 In what way does fearlessness become both a psychological and ethical 
virtue?

5.	 Compare briefly how Śaṅkara, Rāmānuja, and Aurobindo interpret the 
soul’s journey in these verses.
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2.	 Śaṅkarācārya. (n.d.). Bhāṣya on Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad.

3.	 Rāmānuja. (n.d.). Śrī Bhāṣya.

4.	 Aurobindo, S. (1942). The life divine. Sri Aurobindo Ashram.

5.	 Aurobindo, S. (1922). Essays on the Gita. Arya Publishing House.

Suggested Reading

1.	 Radhakrishnan, S. (1953). The principal Upaniṣads. Allen & Unwin.

2.	 Hiriyanna, M. (1952). Outlines of Indian philosophy. George Allen & 
Unwin.

3.	 Dasgupta, S. N. (1922). A history of Indian philosophy (Vol. 1). Cambridge 
University Press.

4.	 Mahadevan, T. M. P. (1975). Philosophy of Advaita. University of Madras.

196 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



5.	 Sharma, C. (2000). A critical survey of Indian philosophy. Motilal 
Banarsidass.

6.	 Balakrishnan Nair, G. (2003). Sree Narayana Gurudeva krithikal: Sam-
poorna vyakhyanam [In Malayalam]. Kerala Bhasha Institute.

7.	 Balakrishnan Nair, G. (1997). Vedānta darsanam: Upanishad swād-
hyāyam [In Malayalam]. Kerala Bhasha Institute.

197 SGOU - SLM - BA Philosophy- Isavasyopanishad and Guru Darsana

SG
O

U



Guru’s Vision of 
The Immortal Nature of 

The Self

Learning Outcomes

Prerequisites

After completing this unit, learners will be able to:

	♦ Explain Nārāyana Guru’s concept of the Ātman as the immortal and 
universal Self.

	♦ Compare the philosophical insights of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad with 
Guru’s reinterpretation.

	♦ Interpret how Self-knowledge leads to liberation (mokṣa) and fearlessness

	♦ Evaluate the ethical and social implications of realizing the unity of 
all beings.

	♦ Discuss the contemporary relevance of Guru’s vision of immortality in 
promoting universal humanism.

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad stands among the shortest and most profound of the 
major Upaniṣads.

Its eighteen mantras encompass the entire scope of spiritual philosophy, affirming 
the divine immanence of the Self in all things. Śrī Nārāyana Guru, the 19th–20th 
century social reformer, philosopher, and mystic from Kerala, drew deeply from the 
Upaniṣadic tradition, reinterpreting it to awaken spiritual awareness and social equality. 
Guru’s central concern was not speculative metaphysics alone, but the realization of 
the immortal Self within all beings, which naturally leads to compassion, fearlessness, 
and unity. His teachings echo the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad’s opening declaration that “All 
this is pervaded by the Lord.” This unit is all about that.
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Discussion

Keywords
Ātman, immortality, Self-knowledge, fearlessness, liberation, universal humanism

6.4.1 The Vision of the 
Immortal Self in the 
Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad

The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad, belonging to the 
Śukla Yajurveda, begins with the celebrated 
verse:

 <Ç¶ÉÉ´ÉÉºªÉÊ¨ÉnÆ ºÉ´ÉÆÇ ªÉÊiEò\SÉ VÉMÉiªÉÉÆ VÉMÉi *

iÉäxÉ iªÉHòäxÉ ¦ÉÙ\VÉÒlÉÉ ¨ÉÉ MÉÞvÉ& EòºªÉÊº´ÉrxÉ¨ ॥
Meaning: “All this, whatever moves in the 

world, is enveloped by the Lord. Enjoy by

renouncing; do not covet what belongs 
to another.”

This verse encapsulates a vision of divine 
immanence. It is the vision that the universe 
as the manifestation of Īśa, the Supreme 
Being. From this standpoint, the Self (Ātman) 
is immortal because it is identical with that 
divine Reality which pervades all existence. 
The Upaniṣad also speaks of fearlessness 
born of knowledge, immortality through 
Vidyā, and liberation through the unity of 
work and wisdom. These ideas profoundly 
influenced Nārāyana Guru’s own vision. The 
Īśāvāsya presents a paradoxical harmony 
between renunciation and enjoyment, work 
and knowledge, life and death. It asserts 
that the realized person perceives the Self 
everywhere and thus overcomes sorrow 
and fear.

Verses 15–18 describe the soul’s prayer 
for the unveiling of Truth and its passage into 
immortality. The Upaniṣadic seer declares 
that the Ātman is not born, nor does it die; 
it is eternal and beyond destruction. This 

doctrine of the Amṛtatva (immortality) of 
the Self forms the metaphysical foundation 
upon which Śrī Nārāyana Guru builds his 
spiritual and ethical philosophy.

6.4.2 Śreenārāyanaguru: 
Life, Context, and 
Philosophical Orientation
Śrī Nārāyana Guru (1855–1928) was 

both a saint and a social reformer who 
combined the wisdom of the Upaniṣads with 
the compassion of a humanist. He lived 
in an era marked by caste discrimination 
and social division. Guru’s realization of 
the Self transcended all barriers of caste, 
creed, and religion. He declared that the 
realization of the immortal Self within is the 
highest religion. His social reforms such as 
temple consecration, education, and equality, 
were expressions of this inner realization. 
Philosophically, Guru upheld a practical 
Advaita: the oneness of all beings is not 
merely an abstract truth but the living essence 
of morality and society.

6.4.3 The Immortal 
Self (Ātman) in Guru’s 
Philosophy

For Nārāyana Guru, the Self (Ātman) is the 
unchanging reality underlying all existence. 
It is not confined to any individual body 
or mind, but is one and the same in every 
being. In the Ātmopadeśa Śatakam, Guru 
proclaims, “When the Self is known, birth 
and death are illusions; the knower rests in 
peace.” This statement captures his central 
vision that the true Self is beyond time, 
decay, or differentiation.
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Guru thus extends the Upaniṣadic 
understanding of immortality into a lived 
philosophy. To know the Self is not merely 
an intellectual act but a transformation of 
awareness, where the opposites of life and 
death lose their hold. The realized person 
recognizes that what is born and what dies 
are only outer forms; the Self remains 
untouched. Ignorance of this truth leads to 
attachment, fear, and sorrow, while Self-
knowledge (ātma-jñāna) brings serenity 
and liberation.

In this light, immortality does not mean the 
survival of the personal ego but awakening 
to one’s inseparable unity with the Infinite. 
The individual becomes aware that the same 
divine essence shines through all beings. 
Thus, Nārāyana Guru harmonizes the 
metaphysical depth of the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad 
with an ethical and spiritual humanism, where 
realizing the immortal Self naturally leads 
to compassion, equality, and inner freedom.

6.4.4 The Concept of “One 
in All” (Ekam Sat, Sarvam 
Brahmamayam)
The Īśāvāsya says that he who sees all 

beings in the Self and the Self in all beings 
cannot hate anyone. This vision of universal 
Selfhood is echoed in Guru’s dictum: “Oru 
Jāti, Oru Mata, Oru Daivam Manushyanu.”

For Guru, to realize the immortal Self is 
to perceive the divine in every being. The 
Self is not a separate soul but the cosmic 
consciousness that manifests as all. Thus, 
his teaching of social equality and universal 
brotherhood is not a moral reform alone. It 
is the spiritual realization of unity, grounded 
in the Upaniṣadic concept of the immortal 
Ātman.

6.4.5 Guru’s Ethical and 
Social Vision Rooted in the 
Immortal Self

Guru connected metaphysical truth with 
social ethics. The realization of immortality 
leads to

compassion, because all beings are 
expressions of the same Self. He declared: 
“The realization of the Self is the realization 
of equality.” For him, caste discrimination 
arose from ignorance of the immortal 
Self. Knowledge destroys division, and 
the enlightened person sees all as divine 
manifestations of one Consciousness. This 
ethical dimension parallels the Īśāvāsya 
message: to live in the world without 
greed, performing action with detachment, 
recognizing the divine presence in all.

6.4.6 Comparative 
Analysis: Īśāvāsya 
Upaniṣad and Nārāyana 
Guru

Both the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad and Nārāyana 
Guru proclaim a common spiritual vision 
which is the unity, eternity, and all-
pervasiveness of the Self. The Īśāvāsya 
declares that the entire cosmos is enveloped 
by the Divine, affirming a metaphysical 
monism where all existence participates 
in one Truth. Nārāyana Guru accepts this 
philosophical foundation but reinterprets it 
within the context of social and ethical life.

For Guru, realization of the Self is not 
limited to meditative insight but must find 
expression in compassion, equality, and 
service. He transformed the Upaniṣadic 
wisdom of oneness into a principle for 
harmonious living. Thus, while the Īśāvāsya 
emphasizes spiritual knowledge as liberation 
from ignorance, Guru’s philosophy translates 
this inner realization into outward ethical 
action. In his thought, metaphysical unity 
becomes moral universality, the awareness 
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that all beings share the same divine essence 
and therefore deserve equal respect and 
dignity.

6.4.7 The Spiritual 
Dimension: Liberation 
through Knowledge of the 
Self

For Nārāyana Guru, liberation (mokṣa) is 
not a distant goal to be achieved after death 
but a state of awakened awareness attainable 
here and now. When ignorance (avidyā) 
fades, the true nature of the Self shines as 
pure, undivided consciousness. Guru writes, 
“The liberated one sees no difference between 
life and death, for he abides in the Eternal.” 
This reflects the Upaniṣadic realization that 
immortality is not the extension of life but 
the recognition of one’s identity with the 
timeless Reality.

Both Guru and the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad 
thus converge on the idea that Vidyā, or 
true knowledge, leads directly to freedom. 
Liberation is the natural outcome of 
understanding that the Self was never bound 
in the first place. To live in this awareness 
is to live without fear, without attachment, 
and without illusion. Knowledge of the Self 
becomes the highest form of spiritual freedom 
where peace, clarity, and joy coexist as the 
very expression of being.

6.4.8 The Immortal Self 
and the Overcoming of 
Fear and Death

Fear, according to both the Īśāvāsya 
Upaniṣad and Nārāyana Guru, arises 
only from the perception of duality from 
the mistaken belief that one is separate 
from others and also from the Divine. The 
Upaniṣad teaches that the one who perceives 
unity experiences neither grief nor delusion, 
for all fear disappears in the realization of 
oneness. Nārāyana Guru deepens this insight 
by connecting it to lived human experience. 

For him, fear is not an inherent quality of 
the Self but a product of ignorance (ajñāna).

When a person realizes the immortal 
Self, fear of death loses its meaning. Death 
is understood merely as a transformation 
of form .The Self, being eternal, remains 
unaffected. True abhaya (fearlessness) thus 
does not come from external bravery or denial 
of mortality but from spiritual insight into the 
undying essence of existence. Guru’s teaching 
bridges metaphysics and psychology: to 
know the Self is to be free from fear, to 
see life and death as movements within the 
same divine continuum.

6.4.9 The Guru’s Poetic 
Expression of the Self: 
Ātmopadeśa Śatakam
In Ātmopadeśa Śatakam, Guru presents 

100 verses of self-instruction, describing 
the journey

from ignorance to illumination.

He writes:

“The body is not the Self; the mind is 
not the Self; 

the Self is the witness of all. Knowing

this, the wise transcends death.”

This mirrors the Īśāvāsya’s assertion that 
the Self is beyond birth and decay. Guru’s 
poetry translates Upaniṣadic abstraction into 
experiential wisdom, guiding seekers toward 
direct realization of immortality.

6.4.10 Modern Relevance 
of Nārāyana Guru’s Vision 
of the Immortal Self

Nārāyana Guru’s philosophy continues to 
hold deep significance in the contemporary 
world. His insight into the immortal Self 
(Ātman) provides an antidote to the anxieties 
and fragmentations of modern society. At 
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a time when divisions of caste, creed, and 
nationality dominate human consciousness, 
Guru’s insistence on the essential unity of 
all beings through Self-knowledge becomes 
both a spiritual and ethical call to action. He 
transforms the ancient Upaniṣadic realiza-
tion, “the Self is one in all” into a principle 
for social harmony and global coexistence.

By recognizing the immortal Self, individ-
uals transcend fear, greed, and possessiveness, 
which are the root causes of conflict. This 
awareness nurtures self-respect and equal-
ity, reminding humanity that every person 
embodies the same divine essence. Guru’s 
interpretation of immortality is therefore 

not escapist; it affirms life in its fullness. 
He envisioned a society in which spiritual 
insight leads to compassionate engagement 
with the world.

Thus, Guru’s synthesis of metaphysical 
wisdom and ethical practice becomes a foun-
dation for modern humanism. It teaches that 
genuine progress lies not merely in material 
development but in the awakening of inner 
consciousness. In the face of ecological crisis, 
violence, and alienation, his vision of the 
immortal Self offers a timeless remedy. To 
live with awareness of our shared divinity 
and responsibility.

Recap

	♦ The Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad and Śrī Nārāyana Guru converge on a single 
vision

	♦ The immortal, all-pervading Self is the source and goal of existence.

	♦ Guru reinterprets this ancient wisdom in a modern ethical context, 

	♦ Guru’s interpretation transforms metaphysical truth into a practical 
philosophy of equality, unity, and love.

	♦ Self-knowledge is liberation; immortality is the realization of the eternal 
consciousness within. 

	♦ The fear of death and division vanishes in the light of this awareness.

	♦ Sreenarayanaguru is a prophet of universal humanism
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Objective Questions

1.	 What does Nārāyana Guru identify as the true nature of the Self (Ātman)?

2.	 According to the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad, what removes fear and delusion?

3.	 What is the meaning of mokṣa in Nārāyana Guru’s philosophy?

4.	 Which text of Nārāyana Guru elaborates his understanding of the Self?

5.	 What causes fear according to both the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad and Nārāyana 
Guru?

6.	 How does Nārāyana Guru interpret immortality?

7.	 What is the connection between Self-knowledge and ethical living in 
Guru’s teaching?

8.	 What modern value does Guru’s vision of the immortal Self promote?

Answers

1.	 The eternal, changeless reality present in all beings.

2.	 The realization of unity or oneness of the Self.

3.	 Liberation while living; awareness of the eternal Self.

4.	 Ātmopadeśa Śatakam.

5.	 Ignorance and the perception of duality.

6.	 Awareness of unity with the Infinite, not continuation of the ego.

7.	 Self-knowledge leads to compassion, equality, and social harmony.

8.	 Universal humanism and peace through oneness.
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Assignments

1.	 Explain how Nārāyana Guru’s idea of immortality differs from the 
common understanding of life after death.

2.	 Discuss the link between fearlessness and Self-knowledge as presented 
by Guru and the Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad.

3.	 How does Nārāyana Guru extend metaphysical realization into prac-
tical life?

4.	 In what ways can Guru’s vision of the immortal Self contribute to 
modern ethical and social harmony?

Reference

1.	 Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad. (n.d.). Śukla Yajurveda.

2.	 Śaṅkarācārya. (n.d.). Bhāṣya on Īśāvāsya Upaniṣad.

3.	 Nārāyana Guru. (n.d.). Ātmopadeśa Śatakam.

4.	 Nārāyana Guru. (n.d.). Daiva Daśakam.

5.	 Aurobindo, S. (1942). The life divine. Sri Aurobindo Ashram.

6.	 Radhakrishnan, S. (1953). The principal Upaniṣads. Allen & Unwin.
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SET-1

SECTION A

Answer any ten of the following questions in one word or sentence.  (1x10=10)

1.	 What does the term Vedānta literally mean?

2.	 From which three components is the word Upanishad derived?

3.	 What does the expression “Neti Neti” mean?

4.	 What do the terms sat and asat represent?

5.	 In which Upanishad is the dialectic of vidyā and avidyā found?

6.	 To which Veda does the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belong?

7.	 What does “Īśāvāsyam idam sarvam” mean?

8.	 Which Upanishad teaches the principle of “enjoy through renunciation”?

9.	 What is the Sanskrit term for renunciation mentioned in the first verse?

10.	According to Verse 2, through which principle can liberation be achieved?

11.	What two spiritual goals does the Isavasyopanishad reconcile rather than 
oppose?

12.	 Which two terms in Vedic thought correspond to higher and lower knowledge, 
respectively?

13.	Who among modern thinker interpreted the synthesis of Vidya and Avidya as 
harmony between science and spirituality?

14.	What is the ultimate goal of education according to the Upanishadic philosophy?

15.	What does the term Vidya signify in the Upanishadic tradition?
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SECTION B

Answer any ten of the following questions in one or two sentences.  (2x10=20)

16.	What is the deeper philosophical meaning of Vidya and Avidya as presented 
in the Isavasya Upanishad?

17.	What is Sri Aurobindo’s concept of “Life Divine” in relation to the Isavasya 
Upanishad?

18.	How did Swami Vivekananda interpret the synthesis of Vidya and Avidya?

19.	What does the Upanishadic concept of “education as assimilation of ideas” 
signify?

20.	How does the Isavasya Upanishad integrate Vidya and Avidya in its vision 
of education?

21.	What is the role of the Guru–Shishya tradition in Upanishadic education?

22.	What is the role of the guru–śiṣya samvāda in Upanishadic learning?

23.	Name and briefly explain the three traditional forms of debate in Indian 
philosophy. 

24.	What is meant by “dialectics” in the context of the Upanishads?

25.	What is the literal meaning of the term Vedānta, and how do the Upaniṣads 
represent it?

26.	Why is the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad considered unique among the principal Upaniṣads?

27.	What is the central idea expressed in the opening mantra of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

28.	What is the central message of the first verse of the Isavasyopanishad?

29.	What does the phrase tena tyaktena bhunjitha mean?

30.	How does the Isavasyopanishad define renunciation (tyaga)?

SECTION C

Answer any five of the following questions in one paragraph.	 (5x4=20)

31.	Explain the philosophical meaning of Vidya and Avidya in the Isavasya Upanishad 
and how their integration leads to holistic realization

32.	What is the symbolic meaning of “crossing death by Avidya and attaining 
immortality by Vidya” in the Isavasya Upanishad?

33.	Explain how Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy of “Applied Advaita” integrates 
spiritual realization with social reform.

34.	Explain how Sree Narayana Guru interprets the relationship between Vidya 
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and Avidya in the light of the Isavasya Upanishad.

35.	How does Sree Narayana Guru connect self-realization (Atma-jnana) with 
social reform?

36.	What does Sree Narayana Guru mean by Practical Vedanta in the context of 
education?

37.	Explain Sree Narayana Guru’s reinterpretation of renunciation (sannyasa).

38.	How did Sree Narayana Guru synthesize life and renunciation in his philosophy?

39.	What is the significance of Guru’s message “One Caste, One Religion, One 
God for Man”?

40.	How does Sree Narayana Guru’s view of renunciation reflect his ethical and 
spiritual outlook?

SECTION D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words.	 (2x10=20) 

41.	 How does the Isavasya Upanishad reconcile the apparent contradiction between 
Vidya and Avidya, and in what way does this synthesis offer a model for 
balancing scientific and spiritual education in contemporary society?

42.	In what sense does the Upanishadic idea of “education as assimilation of 
ideas” go beyond the accumulation of information, and how does it relate to 
the process of Shravana, Manana, and Nididhyasana?

43.	Examine how Sree Narayana Guru’s dialectical method reconciles the apparent 
opposition between rationality and mysticism. How does this synthesis contribute 
to his vision of social and spiritual transformation?

44.	Discuss the dialectical structure of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad with reference to its 
reconciliation of opposites such as knowledge and ignorance, renunciation 
and action. Illustrate your answer with Sri Aurobindo’s interpretation.
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SET-2

SECTION A

Answer any ten of the following questions in one word or sentence.  (1x10=10)

1.	 Which term in the Isavasyopanishad signifies the attitude of renunciation

2.	 What Sanskrit word in Verse 1 of the Isavasyopanishad means non-covetousness?

3.	  Who translated the first verse of the Isavasyopanishad as “All this is for 
habitation by the Lord”?

4.	  In which language did Sreenarayana Guru translate the first verse of the 
Isavasyopanishad?

5.	 Which concept in the Isavasyopanishad conveys the idea of enjoying through 
renunciation?

6.	 Who interprets tena tyaktena bhunjitha as living in the freedom of the spirit 
through detachment?

7.	 The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad belongs to which Veda?

8.	  What does the term “Vedānta” literally mean?

9.	 The Īśāvāsyopaniṣad forms the concluding portion of which Saṃhitā?

10.	Which modern philosopher interpreted the Upaniṣad as affirming an integral 
harmony of life and spirit?

11.	What is the opening word of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

12.	 Which Vedāntic commentator interpreted the Upaniṣad from an Advaitic 
perspective?

13.	Which school of Vedānta does the Upaniṣad’s synthesis of being and becoming 
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reflect?

14.	What kind of life does the principle of “renunciation with enjoyment” in the 
Īśāvāsyopaniṣad advocate?

15.	 The Upaniṣad’s teaching of unity amidst diversity is often described as 
promoting what kind of humanism?

SECTION B

Answer any ten of the following questions in one or two sentences.  (2x10=20)

16.	How does the Isavasya Upanishad differ from other Upanishads in its approach 
to knowledge and action?

17.	What does the phrase “By Avidya one crosses death, and by Vidya one attains 
immortality” symbolize?

18.	According to the Isavasya Upanishad, why must Vidya and Avidya be pursued 
together?

19.	How does the Isavasya Upanishad link knowledge with character formation

20.	 What are the three stages of learning emphasized in the Upanishadic system?

21.	What does the mantra “By renunciation thou shouldst enjoy” teach in the 
context of education?

22.	What is the purpose of the “neti neti” method used in the Bṛhadāraṇyaka 
Upanishad?

23.	How does the Īśa Upanishad use the dialectic of vidyā and avidyā?

24.	Give one example of how analogies are used as dialectical tools in the Upanishads.

25.	How does the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad reconcile action (karma) and renunciation 
(tyāga)?

26.	What is the dialectical teaching regarding vidyā and avidyā in the Upaniṣad?

27.	How does Sri Aurobindo interpret the relevance of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad for 
modern life?

28.	How does the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad reconcile the ideals of renunciation and action?

29.	What does Sri Aurobindo mean by “Dynamic Spirituality” in his interpretation 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?

30.	What is the significance of Anāsakti (non-attachment) in the ethical teaching 
of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad?
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SECTION C

Answer any five of the following questions in one paragraph.	 (5x4=20)

31.	How does Verse 2 of the Isavasya Upanishad reconcile Karma (action) and 
Moksha (liberation)?

32.	How does Sree Narayana Guru reinterpret the idea of renunciation (Sannyasa)?

33.	Define Anasakti (non-clinginess) and explain its relevance in modern life 
according to the Upanishadic teaching.

34.	How does Guru reinterpret ignorance (Avidya) beyond its metaphysical meaning?

35.	In what ways did Sree Narayana Guru transform the Upanishadic idea of 
Vidya into a vision of universal education?

36.	What role do meditation and moral discipline play in acquiring Vidya according 
to Sree Narayana Guru?

37.	What does the term ‘Applied Advaita’ mean in the context of Guru’s philosophy?.

38.	In what ways did Sree Narayana Guru’s concept of renunciation contribute 
to social transformation in Kerala?

39.	Compare Guru’s philosophy of renunciation with traditional Advaita Vedanta.

40.	What role does self-realization play in Sree Narayana Guru’s philosophy of 
education and life?

SECTION D

Answer any two of the following questions in 300 words.	 (2x10=20) 

41.	Discuss how the Isavasyopanishad integrates the values of zest in life and 
non-clinginess. How can this Upanishadic vision guide modern individuals 
in achieving balance between material engagement and spiritual detachment?

42.	Critically examine Sree Narayana Guru’s reinterpretation of renunciation 
(sannyasa) as inner detachment. How does his philosophy of Applied Advaita 
bridge the gap between spiritual realization and social reform?

43.	Critically evaluate how Sree Narayana Guru integrates metaphysics and social 
philosophy through his dialectical approach.

44.	 Analyse the philosophical structure of the Īśāvāsyopaniṣad with reference to 
the harmony of renunciation and action (tyāga and karma).
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{‑K-l-{‑]-k‑m-Z-a‑m-b‑v-- h‑n-f-§-W‑w

K‑p-c‑p-{‑]-I‑m-i-t‑a \-b‑n-¡-t‑W

I‑q-c‑n-c‑p-«‑nÂ \‑n-¶‑p R-§-s‑f

k‑q-c‑y-h‑o-Y‑n-b‑nÂ s‑X-f‑n-¡-W‑w

k‑v-t‑\-l-Z‑o-]‑v-X‑n-b‑m-b‑v---- h‑n-f-§-W‑w

\‑o-X‑n-s‑s‑h-P-b-´‑n ]‑m-d-W‑w

i‑m-k‑v-{‑X-h‑y‑m-]‑v-X‑n-s‑b-¶‑p-t‑a-I-W‑w

P‑m-X‑n-t‑`-Z-a‑m-s‑I a‑m-d-W‑w

t‑_‑m-[-c-i‑v-a‑n-b‑nÂ X‑n-f-§‑p-h‑m³

Ú‑m-\-t‑I-{‑µ-t‑a P‑z-e‑n-¡-t‑W

I‑p-c‑o-¸‑p-g- {‑i‑o-I‑p-a‑mÀ

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

Pattambi
Sree Neelakanta Govt. Sanskrit College

Pattambi, Palakkad
Kerala, Pin : 679303

Ph: 04662912009
email:rcddirector@sgou.ac.in
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