

What Is Advaita?

The best explanation would be gained by reading my book ‘Advaita Made Easy’, which provides a short, readable summary of this. But of course the rest of this book effectively does this by using the teaching of Advaita to answer all of the questions.

It is an undeniable fact that the majority of people today are dissatisfied with what they perceive as being a mediocre existence. They may feel that they are limited by an unattractive and illness-prone body or by a mind that is imperfectly educated and unable to make intellectual leaps of understanding. There are very many things that we want – objects, partners, lifestyle, jobs etc. – but few that we seem to be able to obtain. (And, even when we do obtain them, their rewards are invariably ephemeral.) Western society relies upon the media advertising all of these things, and thereby continually reinforcing the desires. Being repeatedly frustrated by this materialistic lifestyle, it should be hardly surprising that many turn towards the spiritual in the hope that this might bring about peace and a durable happiness.

The problem is that all ‘paths’ and ‘systems’ can only promise you a future happiness, so that we need to have some sort of reassurance that the commitment of our time and effort will prove worthwhile. Unfortunately, the majority of the ‘new age’ techniques bring with them no reassurance at all. Frequently, these systems are quite contrary to reason and often rely upon putting one’s belief into something that is totally unbelievable. Cynically, one might think that the only reason that there are several books upon a particular topic is that the later authors realized after the first book that there was money to be made out of a gullible public.

A ‘spiritual seeker’ might be defined as the person who has realized that the attaining of ‘things’ does not, in fact, bring about lasting happiness. All it does is trigger the beginning of the next desire. This is what leads people to seek the magical, the fantastical that will shatter our mundane existence once and for all. Whether this be foretelling our future through tea leaves or crystals, or communicating with aliens or angels hardly matters; our minds make the leap from the worldly to the unknowable, other world where we are promised something that will truly satisfy.

But of course it doesn’t, because such worlds are not only unknowable but also imaginary. The fact that this cannot be proven to be so allows such ideas to exist but makes no difference to the outcome. Desiring the illusory is ultimately no more satisfying than obtaining the desirable.

We need to think about what it is that we really want and then refine our desires; evolving from wanting mere gross objects to the desire to discover our own nature and that of reality itself. It is discovered that our desires develop from the gross to the more refined. There is a natural and a necessary progression involved here. We begin with wanting simply things in the outside world (of course these may be people or situations etc.). Then we realize that it is not the things themselves that we want but the happiness that we believe they will bring. The objects are many but the happiness is actually only one. Moreover, there usually comes a time when the object ceases to give happiness and you want to get rid of it!

The next step follows logically from the previous. The fact that things do not always give happiness means that the happiness is not actually in the object but in our self. It is never anywhere else! And it is this fact that deserves serious investigation. Happiness is, in fact, our natural state and that this is revealed whenever a desire is removed (e.g. when we obtain something that we want and the desire for it goes away). Clearly, since we do not experience happiness all the time, this natural state must somehow be covered over. So the next startling realization is that nothing I can do could ever obtain happiness for me (since I cannot choose whether or not to have desires). Indeed, it seems that most of the things that I do bring unhappiness! Instead, what has to happen is that I must come to know this natural state, i.e. my true self. This true self is not something to be obtained but something I have to know. Accordingly, the penultimate refinement of my desires is from wanting to find my Self to wanting Self-knowledge.

And thus we come to Advaita. Advaita is a proven teaching methodology to give me knowledge of my Self. The knowledge is contained in the scriptures called the Upanishads, which were written down thousands of years ago, having previously been passed down by word of mouth from the ancient rishis. Since they were necessarily in fairly dense form, and written in Sanskrit, they need to be interpreted and explained by someone who both knows the Self and is familiar with the techniques, stories and metaphors used to unfold these scriptures. These techniques have themselves been passed down from guru to disciple in a structured manner. Accordingly, the last refinement is from wanting knowledge, to wanting to hear these scriptures explained by a qualified teacher. [Note: see the section of Q&As on ‘Scriptures’ for some discussion on why you should pay any attention to 2000+ year old material written in Sanskrit.]

So, what does Advaita actually say? Very briefly, we experience ourselves as separate persons in a universe of objects. Despite this seeming duality, according to Advaita, reality is actually non-dual. This non-dual reality is called Brahman. When we think about it, we find that we do not entirely believe that we are just a body or a mind. Many religions say that there is an immortal ‘soul’ in each person. Advaita calls our essential self, which is beyond body and mind, the Atman. And the fundamental message of the Upanishads is that this Atman is Brahman.

There is an oft-quoted sentence which is said to summarize Advaita. This is:

brahma satyam, jaganmithya, jivo brahmaiva naparah (this is the Romanized equivalent of that Sanskrit sentence). Translated, it means: “Brahman is the reality; the world is not in itself real; the individual self is not different from Brahman”. And the purpose of the teaching is simply to bring about this realization.

Unlike religions and most other spiritual systems, you are not asked to set aside reason and accept the unprovable as truth. On the contrary, you are encouraged to question everything until all doubts are satisfied. The only ‘practices’ you are expected to follow are those which promote self-control of mind and senses so that discrimination may operate in a still mind. Thereafter, it is simply a matter of listening or reading, clarifying confusion and reflecting until there is ‘enlightenment’.

Here is a very brief explanation of the ‘source’ of Advaita, from ‘Advaita Made Easy’:

“Advaita is best thought of as a teaching method rather than a philosophy, although pedantically it is one of the schools of one of the six branches of Hindu philosophy. This particular branch, called Uttara Mimamsa, derives its teaching from the latter part of the massive body of scriptures called the Vedas. These contain the Upanishads, which form the principal source material for Advaita. There are two other major sources, both of which are actually based upon the Upanishads as well. One is called the Bhagavad Gita, itself part of the much larger, famous, epic poem called the Mahabharata. The other is a philosophical text, called the Brahma Sutra, which is intended to answer doubts and objections about what is said in the other two. To be strictly accurate, the Vedas themselves constitute a ‘source of knowledge’ which cannot be obtained from anywhere else. In order to be able truly to understand what they are telling us, however, we need a teacher who has learned the method of interpreting them from his teacher”.

An extremely succinct summary of the ‘purpose’ of Advaita might be as follows: All the problems of life are caused by one thing –Self-ignorance. The only solution, therefore, is Self-knowledge. Swami Paramarthananda indicated that this summarizes the teaching of the Bhagavad Gita, a text that itself aims to summarize the teaching of Advaita as conveyed through all of the Upanishads.

With respect to this, the method for obtaining this Self-knowledge is to listen to someone who has it and who is able to explain it to you. In order to be able to do this, one needs a clear and receptive mind. In the answers, I invariably refer to the methods for cultivating a still mind as ‘practice’ as opposed to listening to, and asking questions of, a guru. It is the latter which gives the knowledge and I do not regard that as ‘practice’.


Teaching


Q.7 What is the practice of Advaita Vedanta?

Q: How does one practice Advaita?

A: Advaita (Vedanta) is not really something that one practices; it is rather a particular method of teaching the non-dual truth.




Q.8 Does it require faith?

Q: Does the Vedanta tradition ultimately rely on faith? And if this is the case, why is Advaita not a religion rather than a philosophy?

A: As regards faith [Sanskrit shraddhA], this is required to a degree but the nature of this is similar to that of trusting someone whom you respect. If a close friend gives you instructions for traveling from A to B, you do not ask whether or not you should have faith in their directions. You trust them implicitly and follow them without question. When it comes to trusting the words of acknowledged sages, there is even less reason to question them. The ultimate authority is the shruti, the Upanishads, whose words have been validated time and again by such sages over the past several thousand years. (Note that you will encounter quite a few Sanskrit terms – here ‘shruti’ – in both questions and answers. If you don’t know what they mean, all are explained in the Glossary!)

The literal meaning of religion is ‘to bind back (to the truth)’, from the Latin re-ligare. Therefore, Advaita is literally a religion. However, as with many English words, the original meaning has become distorted over time so that we now associate with the word ‘religion’ all of the dogma and misunderstanding that has overlaid the original statements of whichever religion you care to consider. If, therefore, you understand this ‘modern’ meaning of the word, then Advaita is not a religion.




Q.57 Monism

Q: What is the difference between non-dualism and monism?

A: I said the following in ‘The Book of One’ (2nd edition):

“Nor is Advaita the same as monism. Monists say that there is only one ‘thing’. The pre-Socratic Greek philosophers, for example, suggested that this one thing might be water, fire or air. Advaita tells us that the Self is not a ‘thing’; it is not any sort of object but the universal Subject. Even this is not strictly accurate because ‘subject’ necessarily implies the existence of at least one ‘object’ and Advaita denies this – ultimately, words, and concepts, are simply inadequate to comprehend reality.

“Advaita is actually more ‘extreme’ than monism. As John Grimes points out in Ref. 140, there are three aspects of the word ‘different’: two things may belong to different species; they may be different members of the same class or there may be internal differences. The definition of monism still permits internal differences whereas Advaita does not. Accordingly, if we are to call Advaita ‘monism’, it has to be qualified as ‘absolute monism’.

“Nor is Advaita equivalent to any branch of Idealism. The Self is not an appearance or concept (which is actually just another object, albeit a subtle one) and it exists in the mind of no one, including that of God.

“There is only the Self, aka the Absolute, Truth, Consciousness, to specify a few of the names used for this unity; there are no ‘others’. When we think we see separate ‘things’ out there in ‘the world’; when we see ‘objects’ or ‘other people’; or when we see ‘thoughts’ in ‘the mind’ or sense ‘feelings’ in ‘the body’, we are making a mistake. Our ignorance is preventing us from seeing correctly. Once this ignorance is removed, we recognize that there is, in truth, only our (real) Self, that all the apparently separate ‘things’ are not truly separate. Indeed, all ‘things’ (whether apparently solid objects or insubstantial thoughts) are only name and form of the same, non-dual reality, as you will see shortly”.

Perhaps a simpler way of putting it is that monism states that all the separate things in the world are actually made out of the same stuff. Advaita sort of agrees (‘everything is Brahman’ – the ‘stuff’ is Consciousness) but additionally states that the appearance of separateness is due to our error, as a result of ignorance.




Q.269 Why isn’t everyone interested in Advaita?

Q: Why do some people have zero interest in this philosophy or, maybe more specifically, why do so many seem incapable of understanding it?

A: Why are some people not interested in classical music? Gardening? Astronomy? Why can’t everyone understand quantum mechanics? Calculus?

Intellectual curiosity and capability depend upon upbringing and genetics or, if you prefer the more traditional viewpoint, karma. Also, most people believe that they can find happiness in the world of objects, status, achievement etc. Very few have realized that discovering the truth about themselves and the world is, in the final analysis, the only worthwhile pursuit. All else is ephemeral; as Shakespeare says in Macbeth: ‘…full of sound and fury, signifying nothing’.




Q.271 Attempt to derive Advaita logically

Q: I am making a bold attempt to boil down the teachings of Advaita to a very simple logical/definitional essence (see below). Have you ever tried something similar? If you have a chance and can have a look at what I’ve written below, I’d love to hear your thoughts. All suggestions are welcome.

Beginning of analysis:

Number 1

* I exist

* I know I exist

* I am therefore conscious

Number 2

* I am within existence

* Existence is therefore conscious

(Numbers 3 – 7 not included because not helpful)…

A: I did once think that I would try to set down what was effectively a ‘logical proof’ for non-duality but I never quite got around to trying seriously. So I would certainly agree that it is an interesting idea. But I think that it is actually not possible in the end. All our reasoning relates back to perception and Brahman cannot be perceived. (You can only think about something that you have perceived/conceived at some time in the past. And you cannot conceive of something that is not based upon something previously perceived.) This is why there is a need for shabda pramANa – scriptures and a guru to interpret them for us. These speak of Brahman and give lots of pointers and negations etc., until such time as we directly intuit the truth – but this is still not a perception, and not itself derivable by reason.

The teaching of Advaita is not inimical to reason, which is why we can (and should) always subject what we read or are told to rigorous reason in the light of our own experience. But it cannot get us there on its own.

But don’t let me stop you trying! I do think, though, that for your arguments to be persuasive, they must be set down clearly step by step so that each stage in your argument may be followed. So, for example, I am OK with your ‘Number 1’ but you lose me at ‘Number 2’. What does ‘I am within existence’ mean? What is this saying which is different from ‘I exist’? Doesn’t saying that ‘something exists’ simply mean that ‘I am aware of it’? But is this true? Is it not simply the case that I am aware of some activity in my brain?

It’s a minefield! And you have to anticipate the readers’ objections and counter them before they are able to grow.

Q: Thanks for the feedback. First to your specific point regarding Number 2, the point is actually very basic. Since I am an existent, conscious entity, then we know that existence must be conscious (i.e. not inert). But this just proves your point that in this type of work, wording is critical.

I do want to take exception to your larger point about a logical proof not being possible. The way I think about it, a logical proof uses a series of assumptions that seem reasonable and then arrives at a conclusion. So what you can prove to someone logically actually has as much to do with what foundational assumptions you can get someone to agree with as much as it does being able to draw a conclusion (e.g. through deduction).

In this context, do you think the issue is more on the assumption side or on the reasoning side? I think most people would agree with what I would call key assumptions (in this framework) such as ‘I exist’, ‘I am conscious’, ‘I know my thoughts, feelings, and emotions’ etc. The question then becomes which (if any) of the great key statements of Advaita (e.g. thou art that) can one prove logically based on these assumptions. Perhaps you are correct that you can’t prove any of them. But it is definitely fun to try!

A: I still don’t follow your reasoning on that point, I’m afraid. To substitute the nouns in your argument, I could say: “Since this ruler is a wooden, straight object, then we know that wood must be straight”. Apart from which, I don’t actually see ‘existence’ as being something that you can predicate.

But you might actually be interested in studying the third chapter of Gaudapada’s kArikA on the mANDUkya upaniShad. In his introduction to this, Shankara says: “Now it is asked whether non-duality can be established only by scriptural evidence or whether it can be proved by reasoning as well. It is said in reply that it is possible to establish non-duality by reasoning as well. How is it possible? This is shown in this chapter on Advaita”.

That is the translation by Swami Nikhilananda. Professor Jayantkrishna H. Dave translates it in much the same manner but adds in his comments: “There is a shruti text which says that the intellect should not be led astray by uncontrolled logic but it is possible to use logic as a corroborating and co-operative factor …” (my emphasis). (He doesn’t mention which shruti text.)

Swami Satchidanandendra should have the last word, however. He points out that “Because Atmatattva [the truth or principle of Atman] is not a prameya (object of perceptual knowledge), it cannot possibly be established by any pramANa whatsoever; because it is svataHsiddha (self-established), there is no need whatsoever for establishing it by means of any pramANa”.

[This question is from some years ago and my book ‘A-U-M’ now addresses this aspect directly.]




Q.319 Apparent contradictions in Advaita

Q: I read a serious critique of Advaita on the Internet, written by a philosophy professor (Prof. R. Collins at Messiah College, PA). I would like to know your thoughts about what he said.

1. He said that their view is self-contradictory: “If the only reality is Brahman, and Brahman is pure, distinction-less consciousness, then there cannot exist any real distinctions in reality. But the claim that this world is an illusion already presupposes that there is an actual distinction between illusion and reality, just as the claim that something is a dream already presupposes the distinction between waking consciousness and dream consciousness. Moreover, Shankara’s idea of salvation – that is, enlightenment through recognition that all is Brahman – already presupposes a distinction between living in a state of unenlightenment (ignorance) and living in a state of enlightenment”.

2. If Brahman is perfect, pure, and complete Knowledge, then ignorance cannot exist in Brahman. But, since nothing exists apart from Brahman, it follows that ignorance cannot exist. Therefore, our perception of a world of distinct things cannot be the result of ignorance.

3. Finally, one could never have any experiential basis for believing Advaita. There appears to be a real world of distinct things. Even in dreams, there are innumerable distinct experiences. Thus Advaita cannot even explain the world as being an illusion or dream. Because Advaita contradicts our experience, science could never give us good reason to believe it, but rather every reason to reject it.

A: Shankara and Advaita do not claim that ‘the world is an illusion’. On the contrary, the world is real – but not real ‘in itself’. The world is ‘name and form’ of Brahman, which is the non-dual reality. The problem arises when the world is taken as actual (i.e. dualistic) reality. Shankara’s word to describe the world is ‘mithyA’. The apparent contradiction arises from mistranslating this word. Advaita does not deny the seeming reality of the world and its teaching, which as is noted incorporates dualistic concepts. It provides interim explanations which are rescinded once enlightenment takes place, since those (ultimately erroneous) concepts are no longer needed.

The apparent contradiction of ignorance results from a confusion of absolute and empirical reality. Brahman is the absolute reality but is beyond description by definition (there would have to be a separate subject to describe an objective Brahman). At the level of the jIva and the world, we know that there is ignorance – I do not know Chinese for example. But this is not a problem, since the jIva, world, Chinese language and ignorance are all mithyA.

Following enlightenment, the world is still seen as separate but is known not to be. Science can never be a source of knowledge for the truth of Advaita. It is necessarily dualistic, relying on an observer and observed phenomena. This is entirely within the realm of mithyA so no ‘absolute’ reality could ever be evidenced. Scriptures provide the pointers to the truth, which is finally ‘realized’ in the mind of the seeker. This is not an experience.




Q.345 How can we believe the claims of Advaita?

Q: What is the purpose of life?

If, as stated in Advaita, we are actually in a state of sat-chit-Ananda and we are this ‘Self’ already, why have these ‘illusions’ and this ‘ignorance’?

How can we believe in lIlA? What could be its purpose? There is no convincing answer – I am sure you will concur.

This then raises my more fundamental query. This ‘Self’ on which reams have been written – what is the proof that such a ‘Self’ exists?

The root problem is that in the end, even Advaitic teachings finally rely on ‘blind faith’ to put their point across. There’s nothing wrong in having faith. All religions ask for blind belief in the almighty to get you your promised ‘Kingdom of God’. It’s only in Advaita that folks try to push their case by saying: “No, it’s not pure faith, it’s by reason and discourse that we reach the truth etc.”.

To quote Gaudapada in his Mandukya Upanishad kArikA, “That which is stated in the scriptures ‘and is supported by reason’ is true and nothing else”. The ‘reason/discourse’ argument for following Advaita is pure bunkum, in my opinion. It relies on blind faith not on a deity, but in an obscure ‘Self’.

And, even if reality is non-dual, why this seeming duality? Why does this mithyA of life exist?

A: This is the perennial difficulty of asking a question about the nature of absolute reality and expecting a totally satisfactory answer at the experiential level. It cannot be done! Reality is non-dual while all your concerns are at the level of dualistic appearance. The world and all its objects are name and form only; they do not have any reality of their own. Their reality is Brahman, the non-dual Consciousness.

So the simple answer is that the question of whether life has any purpose is ultimately meaningless, because what you are calling ‘life’ is mithyA and the concept of ‘purpose’ is mithyA.

We are not ‘in a state of sat-chit-Ananda’; we are Brahman, whose nature is sometimes described (for the sake of trying to talk about it) as sat-chit-Ananda. But all that this means is that there is only absolute, limitless Consciousness – and we are That.

The ‘explanations’ of the scriptures are always interim only, until we realize the truth for ourselves and no longer require those ‘pointers’. The concept of lIlA is one that is unlikely to appeal to most intelligent people today but obviously satisfied some in the past.

‘What is the proof that the Self exists?’ Who is asking?? You can never doubt the existence of yourself – who would be doing the doubting? It is possibly the only thing that you never need any proof for! The real question is ‘what is this Self?’ and that leads to Self-enquiry, which is the real ‘purpose’ of the scriptures and the only pursuit worth following.

Also, there is no such thing as ‘blind faith’ in Advaita. You simply listen to someone whom you have reason to think knows what they are talking about. And you continue to listen as long as what they say continues to sound reasonable and does not contradict your own perception or reason. And eventually, you have the ‘Aha!’ moment of realizing that you are already that Self, which the scriptures have been trying to talk about. It’s not a ‘vision’, blinding or otherwise.

Why are there tables and chairs and bookshelves etc.? Why isn’t there just wood? There are all these different forms and we have all these various names for them and yet all is in reality Brahman. Isn’t it fantastic?! But I’m afraid you will never get an answer to the question ‘why?’ I think someone called it the devil’s question! The bottom line is that there has never been any creation; no one has ever been born. Yes, of course it appears otherwise, and that is because of our ignorance. Gain Self-knowledge and the question will disappear.

If it is the second edition of Book of One that you have just read, then you will have read the description of bhAga tyAga lakShaNa on page 250. Since I actually reference this in a number of questions, I reproduce the story below:

“We are already That – the truth, reality or whatever other word is preferred. We do not need to (nor can) do anything to bring about this already existing fact. One aspect of the value of the scriptures, therefore, is in their ability to bring about the realization of this already existing fact.

“As things stand at present, I know that I am ‘I’ and that Brahman is ‘That’ – it is unthinkable that I can be Brahman. I think I am an insignificant, limited, body-mind which is a created thing whereas Brahman is the unlimited, all-powerful, ubiquitous creator. How can we be the same? But the mahAvAkya tat tvam asi cancels out all of these contradictory elements and tells me that ‘I’ am ‘That’, i.e. Brahman. This canceling out of contradictory elements, leaving an equality of the non-contradictory parts is called bhAga tyAga lakShaNa. The oneness that is pointed to (lakShaNa) is understood by ‘giving up’ (tyAga) the contradictory parts (bhAga).

“There is an excellent metaphor that explains how this works. Suppose that you and a friend, A, both went to school with a third person, X. Although you were not particularly friendly with X, you knew him quite well but, since leaving school you lost touch and have forgotten all about him. Today, you happen to be walking along with A and see Y, who is a famous film star, walking by on the others side of the street. You have seen films starring Y and admire him very much. A now makes some comment such as “Y has come a long way in the world since we knew him, hasn’t he?” You are mystified since you have never even spoken to Y as far as you know and you ask A to explain himself. A then makes the revelatory statement: “Y is that X whom we knew at school”.

“All of the contradictory aspects, that X is an insignificant, scruffy, spotty youth that you once knew at school, while Y is a rich, famous and talented actor, are all cancelled out, leaving the bare equation that X and Y are the same person. Furthermore, the knowledge is aparokSha – immediate. We do not have to study the reasoning or meditate upon it for a long time.

“In the example of tat tvam asi, the canceling out of body, mind etc. is possible because of what has gone before. We have investigated these beliefs and exercised our reason, negating the false impressions (neti, neti). Without this preparation, there could not have been the sudden understanding that tat and tvam are indeed the same”.

The situation you are in is that you believe that you knew the spotty oik, X. But, not only do you not know the film star, Y, you even suspect that he does not exist at all. The purpose of Advaita is first to convince you that Y really does exist and then, once you really understand that, to show you that Y and X are in fact the same.

Perhaps you should use the word ‘Consciousness’ rather than ‘Self’ as being less emotive of unhelpful ideas. Consciousness is not a side-effect of an evolving mind as science claims. Rather everything, including mind and science, is an appearance in Consciousness. Consciousness is the ultimate reality; the only existing ‘thing’. You can call the doubting ego the ‘small self’ if you like. (It is actually the ‘real Self’ reflecting in the mind.) And doubt itself is the result of this ‘reflected Self’ (which you could call the ‘ego’) identifying with a particular idea.

One last metaphor (which I know you will have heard before). There is only a rope here but you claim that it is a snake. Why does it look like a snake? What is the point? You tell me!

The primal question is not answered because the question itself is a mistake. There is no duality. Why does there seem to be? Because you are not looking properly! Advaita shows you how to look properly. The only faith is the willingness to listen, and not to reject because you think that you already have the answers (or ‘know’ that there is no answer). This is a vast difference from organized religions, where you genuinely do have to accept things which you can never discover to be true in this lifetime.

I think perhaps you have not yet appreciated the extent of mithyAtva (the condition of being mithyA). mithyAtva itself is mithyA. You could say that the teaching of Advaita is successively to sublate anything and everything that you might think to be real until you are left with only Consciousness as the ultimate reality. The doing of this, using the scriptures together with a qualified teacher, is perfectly logical and reasonable, requiring no leaps of faith. The ‘faith’ is only in the commitment to follow it through. The end point is the recognition of the non-dual nature of every ‘thing’; there are consequently no questions remaining to be answered. There is no ‘why’, only ‘That’. Your ‘whys’ only have apparent relevance whilst you accept the appearance as real and therefore dualistic.




Q.440 Is Advaita provable?

Q: Is Advaita provable, in the Western, scientific, empirical sense of the word? I guess part of the attraction for me is that it seems to be (along with some other Eastern thought systems) a methodical and thorough exploration of consciousness; consciousness being something (along with death) that Western culture can’t even define let alone explain and explore. Or is my thinking mistaken?

A: Who would prove what? Science is intrinsically empirical and could never say anything about the nature of reality. There are a couple of articles that you should read to clarify this. One by myself is in four parts, beginning (http://www.Advaita-vision.org/science-and-the-nature-of-absolute-reality-part-1/) and one by AchArya Sadananda in three parts, beginning (http://www.Advaita-vision.org/science-and-vedanta-part-1/). Nevertheless, Advaita’s explanation of the nature of Consciousness is not contrary to reason or to Western science and philosophy. See my book ‘A-U-M’ for this.

If you are comfortable with the language and ‘explanations’ of modern physics, try Amanda Gefter’s book ‘Trespassing on Einstein’s Lawn’. (I must confess I found this a bit hard-going at times!) This shows that the ‘frontiers’ of science are now beginning to think along lines not altogether too distant from the Vedantic scriptures!






Scriptures

As will be seen in later sections, I recommend only the traditional teaching method, and for several very good reasons. It has to be admitted, however, that there are aspects of this that do not initially appeal to most Western seekers. The obvious ones are the facts that it derives from ancient scriptures and that these were written in Sanskrit. Also, teachers have to be explicitly qualified in reading and interpreting these scriptural texts – a skill that has been passed down from teacher to disciple for over a thousand years. Finally, the manner in which the knowledge is passed on requires seekers to attend regular classes for many years, something that is anathema to today’s ‘Internet mind’.

The Vedas act as pointers to the truth; they are not in themselves ‘truth’ or ‘reality’ – they are ultimately mithyA. A well-known metaphor used in Advaita is pointing out the house to which one wants to refer as being ‘the one with the crow on the roof’. Once this is seen, it matters not at all that, by the time you reach the house, the crow is no longer there.

To extend the metaphor, assume that our reason for asking about the house was that we wanted to meet Mr. X, its owner. Suppose that, at the time that we were given the description, we did not know that Mr. X lived there. But, when we knock on the door, lo and behold, Mr. X answers. Similarly, although we may not know that, ‘from the pAramArthika standpoint all are mithyA’, when we actually ‘get there’ we find it to be so. The Vedas told us; we had faith in them and were proved to have been right in having that faith. The Vedas were real from the vyAvahArika standpoint (which is where we were) and that is what is important.

Again, it is like the dream lion that wakes us from the dream. It was real in the dream, which is where we were. The fact that it is known to be unreal once we have awoken is irrelevant. The bottom line is that the scriptures are ‘valid’ to the extent that they ‘work’.


Q.35 Is study of the scriptures a waste of time?

Q: Is study of the scriptures a waste of time? There is a quotation from Shankara in the Vivekachudamani that states: “Study of the scriptures is fruitless as long as Brahman has not been experienced. And when Brahman has been experienced, it is useless to read the scriptures”.

A: This quotation is from the vivekachUDAmaNi (verse 59), which may have been written by Shankara (though this is disputed by many). However, it highlights the danger of taking a quotation out of context. Verse 61 clarifies this statement: “Except for the medicine of the knowledge of God, what use are Vedas, scriptures, mantras and such medicines when you have been bitten by the snake of ignorance?” And, later still in the same work (verse 281) the author says: “Recognizing yourself as the self of everything by the authority of scripture, by reasoning and by personal experience, see to the removal of all ideas of additions to your true self whenever they manifest themselves”.

The way that this should be interpreted is that the scriptures alone are unlikely to be of any help when you are totally identified with ideas of separation and suffering (and especially if your teachers are telling you that reading them is a waste of time anyway!). What is needed is basic preparation of the mind (as specified by Shankara) followed by listening to the teacher, clarifying doubts and then assimilating everything (shravaNa, manana and nididhyAsana). The teacher must be well-versed in the scriptures (a shrotriya) and will unfold their meaning in a systematic manner.

Q: But these two verses appear to amplify what was said in verse 59. It is direct knowledge of the Self, of Brahman, (not ‘knowledge’ of the scriptures) that truly removes ignorance and is Liberation.

A: I have a problem with the concept of ‘knowing the Self’. When we talk about ‘knowing’ something, it is invariably (outside of Advaita circles!) referring to us, as separate body-minds, objectively knowing some thing or fact etc. In this common usage of the verb ‘to know’, it is not possible for us to know the Self or for the Self to be known. This is because it is only by virtue of the Self, working through the mind, that we can know anything. The sort of metaphor which is useful here is the one of the battery in the torch. It is only by virtue of the battery that the torch is able to illuminate anything but you cannot see the battery with it.

This usual sense of the word also cannot apply to the knowing of the Self by the Self, since it doesn’t have a mind with which to conduct any knowing. To stretch the metaphor, the battery on its own cannot illuminate anything.

It is in this sense of illuminating things, however, that the scriptures talk about the Self ‘knowing’. In fact, the phrase that is often used is that the Self is ‘self-effulgent’. The Self is its own light and there is no other light that can illuminate it (i.e. nothing else can know it). In particular, there is no process of ‘knowledge’ involved in self-awareness. Prior to realization, the (apparent) world is perceived, thoughts conceived etc. by virtue of the ‘light’ of Consciousness. Upon realization, when the body and mind are transcended, there are no longer any ‘objects’ to be illuminated (since all is now ‘known’ to be Brahman) so that Consciousness now effectively illuminates itself. We ‘become’ Consciousness and there is now nothing to be known and no need for a mind through which to know.

‘Maha Yoga’, one of the best books about the teaching of Ramana Maharshi, has this to say on the subject:

“The Sage is often loosely described as ‘one that knows the Self’. But this is not intended to be taken in a literal sense. It is a tentative description, intended for those that believe ignorance to be something that exists; they are told that this ignorance is to be got rid of by winning ‘Knowledge of the Self’. There are two misconceptions in this. One is that the Self is an object of knowledge. The other is that the Self is unknown, and needs to be known. The Self being the sole Reality, He cannot become an object of knowledge. Also being the Self, He is never unknown. The ancient lore tells us that He is neither known nor unknown, and the Sage confirms it.

“How can this be? The Self is the pure ‘I AM’, the only thing that is self-manifest; by Its light all the world is lighted up. But It seems to be unknown, and to need to be known, because It is obscured by the world and the ego. What is needed is to remove these. The Sage explains this by the analogy of a room that is encumbered with unwanted lumber. If space be wanted, all that is needful is to clear out the lumber; no space has to be brought in from outside. So too, the ego-mind and its creations have to be emptied out, and then the Self alone would remain, shining without hindrance. What is loosely called ‘knowing the Self’ is really being egoless, as the Self. Thus the Sage does not know the Self; he is the Self”.

So, to return to your point, I suggest that what actually happens is that reading the scriptures, listening to the teacher, reflecting and meditating on what has been heard eventually succeeds in eliminating all of the ignorant ideas etc. that prevented realization of the truth. Then, the Self shines without impediment. This ‘condition’ is what is referred to as ‘knowing the Self’. So, I would maintain that the ‘knowledge of Self’ (so-called) comes after the ignorance has been removed, not before.




Q.96 Characteristics of Krishna

Q: I have a query regarding the role of Krishna in the Advaita Vedanta philosophy.

As you may know Krishna devotees believe that Krishna is the Supreme Godhead, the supreme source of energy in the Universe – an energy that manifests itself in several different ways (material, spiritual, etc.).

What do Advaitins believe about Krishna? Do they believe in the same qualities about Krishna as Krishna devotees, except that Krishna is a manifestation of Brahman, and not the supreme source?

A: I am not an expert on Hindu Gods, I’m afraid. As you probably know, the Bhagavad Gita is equally highly regarded by both Dvaitins and Advaitins. The ‘characteristics’ of Krishna are acknowledged as having provisional validity in vyavahAra by Advaita but, as with the entire apparent universe, gods too are ultimately only mithyA. (They are also only ‘super’ jIva-s, not gods in the sense that the Christian God is.) Since there is only the non-dual Brahman in reality, every ‘thing’ else is part of Self-ignorance, to be realized eventually as nothing other than name and form. If you think of the rope-snake metaphor, asking about the qualities of Krishna is equivalent to asking whether the snake is poisonous or not.




Q.109a Studying the Upanishads

Q: I’ve just been looking at the kena, kaTha, IshAvAsya, and mANDUkya Upanishads. All very beautiful but all are very intense. So my first question is: Does understanding these Upanishads take time or should they make sense immediately?

My second question is






Q.292 Do we have to read certain scriptures?








Q.397 Why are scriptures needed?









Q.242 apauruSheyatva (unauthored scriptures)

























Q.139 j~nAna yoga and the Brahma Sutras










Q.197 Different philosophies from same scriptures












Summary
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Appendix 1 – ITRANS

All that this appendix will attempt to do is to explain to you how to pronounce the Sanskrit words used in this book. They have been written (italicized in brackets after what is usually a poor attempt to render the word phonetically in English) in what is called transliterated form, using the ITRANS scheme. Avinash Chopde devised this scheme for use on the Internet. His software, and details about the system, may be downloaded from his website, https://www.aczoom.com/itrans. There already existed at least one widely used scheme for rendering Sanskrit letters in a ‘Romanized’ way. However, since this used symbols called macrons (lines above letters) and dots above and below letters, it was quite unsuitable for computer keyboards with basic letters and the normal fonts provided with word processors. Accordingly, this scheme uses only the usual letters of our alphabet, together with the occasional special character such as the tilde ~.

[Note that there is no attempt in this short summary to indicate how stress or accents are applied to words within, for example, a Sanskrit verse in the Upanishads. This is entirely outside the scope of this book (and my knowledge). For some indication of what is involved here, see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Vedic_accent


General

Sanskrit is an extremely interesting language. It is amazingly logical. There are lots of rules but, once you have learnt them, there are none of the tiresome exceptions found in most languages (I think that is genuinely none!). Also, once you have learned how to pronounce a letter, it is always pronounced in that way. Unfortunately, simply learning the letters is not sufficient to enable you to look up words in the dictionary. Letter combinations can look quite different from the same letters on their own. Also words found in the scriptures usually consist of combinations of many separate words and, when words join, they often change. An example that you will have seen in the book is sachchidAnanda. If you did not know this word, you would have to know the rules of these combinations in order to be able to work out that the separate words of which this consists – sat, chit and Ananda – in order to be able to look them up. You can see that, when a word ending in t combines with one beginning with ch, the t also changes to a ch. And the t at the end of chit becomes a d. Accordingly, you will not find this word in the dictionary under ‘sach’ but just after ‘sat’. This particular word is present in its complete form because it is in such common usage but infrequent combinations will not themselves be listed and you have to break them down into the individual words to find out the meaning. (This is known as euphony or saMdhi.)

Finally, it is interesting to note in passing that there is a close parallel between the structure of the language and the Advaita-related myth of the creation. Indeed, some schools of thought, notably in the North of India and Kashmir, believe that the universe was ‘spoken’ into existence. Though this ‘primordial’ language is beyond ordinary sound, Sanskrit is its earthly manifestation as it were and embodies many of the ‘universal principles’. The language itself is believed to embody the truth of the unity of the Self. Since pure Advaita tells us that there is effectively no such thing as creation, the value of discussing these ideas is ultimately academic. Such studies can help prepare the mind to acknowledge those truths that remain forever beyond its grasp but they can also prove a hindrance. They have more appeal to those whose nature is inclined towards bhaktiyoga rather than j~nAna.

The entire language evolves in an almost mathematical way from a fundamental sound. The laws governing the way that words are constructed, and the grammar used to join them, are strict. It is amazing that the language, though the most ancient known and no longer in general use, remains true to its original form and someone learning it now would be able to communicate perfectly well with someone speaking the language thousands of years ago.




Regarding pronunciation

In the brief exposition below, a guide to sounding of each letter is given by reference to an English word and character, where a similar sound may be heard. For more definitive guidance it is necessary actually to hear someone sounding the letters and words. Obviously this is not possible in written material. Two online videos have been suggested to me. These are helpful, although having listened to some of each I found that I disagreed with some aspects of both! (The problem here is that I was taught by the School of Economic Science in the UK and they are very pedantic and demanding. They follow strict, logical rules for formulation rather than allowing actual Indian pronunciation to guide them for example.) On the assumption that some readers may find these helpful, however – and certainly better than nothing at all – the references are:

https://vimeo.com/57042409 and https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-wTDvmElnlM.




The five basic vowels

The first letter of the alphabet forms the fundamental sound from which all others are derived simply by moving the tongue and lips. It is made by opening the mouth wide and letting the vocal chords operate. The sound which emerges sounds like a cross between the short ‘a’ in cat and ‘u’ in but. It is written as ‘a’ in ITRANS but the correct letter in the proper script, called devanAgarI (meaning city of the gods), is:

A a

This is the first letter of the alphabet and the first vowel or, to use its correct term, svara, meaning sound. I will not show the Devanagari for any of the other letters for the reasons already discussed above.

If the back of the tongue is now raised slightly towards the back of the roof of the mouth, keeping the front of the tongue down against the back of the lower teeth, and the same short movement of the vocal cord is made, a slightly different sound emerges. This sounds a bit like the short ‘i’ in bit. It is written as i in ITRANS.

The next two vowels seem strange to Westerners but follow the logic of the development. The underlying sound for both of these is the i sound just covered but the tip of the tongue is first moved further forward in the mouth. If you raise the tip of the tongue until it is almost touching the roof of the mouth and then, make the ‘i’ sound as before, the next vowel sound emerges. Modern students often actually flick the tongue downwards as the sound is made so that the result sounds something like ‘ri’ in the word rip, though the rolling ‘r’ beginning is not clearly enunciated because the tongue never actually touched the roof of the mouth. However, strictly speaking this pronunciation is not correct. It is written RRi in ITRANS (or, in old releases, R^i).

This procedure is repeated but now the tip of the tongue moves further forward still, to just behind the front teeth, before the ‘i’ is sounded. Again, modern speakers often flick the tongue up towards the roof and down so that the sound that actually comes out is ‘lri’. Again, not strictly correct but it hardly matters since there is only one word in the language that uses this letter! It is written LLi in ITRANS (or, in old releases, L^i).

Continuing the development, the emphasis finally shifts to the lips (labial position), having begun in the throat (guttural position), moved to at the back of the mouth (palatal), then to the roof of the mouth (cerebral) and then the teeth (dental). If a circle is formed of the lips but without any tension and the basic sound is made, a short ‘oo’ sound comes out as in soot or cut. This is the last of the simple vowels, written u.

These five vowels with their characteristic mouth positions effectively head up the five main groups of consonants. Consonants all effectively still sound the basic ‘a’ but ‘stop’ it from coming out in that simple way by varying the position of the tongue and lips in the way dictated by the vowel at the head of the group.




The long vowels

The basic five vowels above are all short vowels – hrasva. This means that, when pronounced, the sound is made as short as possible whilst still being distinguishable – really quite short! Each of these vowels can be sounded long. The length is actually very precise. If the short form is treated as one beat, then the long form should be two beats. The long form is called dIrgha. In ITRANS, the vowel is shown as long either by putting two of them, as with the ii in diirgha or by capitalizing it thus: – dIrgha. The latter form has been used as standard in this book. [Note that ‘length’ of the sound is called mAtra in Sanskrit and this is usually translated as ‘measure’. The short vowel is 1 mAtra and the long is 2.]

When the vowels become long, the pronunciation naturally changes slightly, too. Thus, the short a becomes aa or A and sounds like the ‘a’ in calm. The short i becomes ii or I and sounds like the double ‘ee’ sound in words like sleep. The short RRi becomes RRI (or R^I in old releases of ITRANS). Here there is no option of having two small i’s. The dIrgha vowel is sounded as for the hrasva form but with the ending ‘ee’ instead of ‘i’. Similarly, the short LLi becomes LLI (or L^I in the old releases of ITRANS) but, since there are no words at all known to contain it, this hardly seems to matter! Finally, short u becomes long uu or U and sounds like the double ‘oo’ in root.

The vowels can be sounded for longer than two beats, in which case they are called pluta – prolonged. In this case they are written with a number ‘3’ below and just to the right of the letter, both in devanAgarI and in the Romanized version. This form cannot be represented in ITRANS.




The compound vowels

Now, if the sound a is made and continues to sound while the mouth is slowly closed, the sound made before the lips come together is u. If these two sounds are made together or, more practically speaking, if the sound corresponding to the mid-point between these two is made, the sound that emerges is o (as in ‘boat’). This new letter is called a compound vowel. Similarly, when a combines with i, it forms the compound vowel e. If you sound a prolonged a3, and then raise the back of the tongue towards the i position, but stop before you get there, you should hear the e sound. It’s a bit like the ‘a’ in ‘late’ but not as open as we would pronounce this. If, after making the above sound for e, you relax the tongue back towards the a position but again stop before you get there, there is another sound formed as a compound between a and e which sounds like the ‘ie’ in ‘pie’. It is written ai.

In a similar way to that described above, if the mouth moves from the a (open-mouthed) position to the o (partially closed) position but stops half-way, there is a sound similar to ‘ow’ in ‘brown’. This is written au in ITRANS.

These, then are the fourteen vowels but there are two final letters to be added to complete the group of sixteen, so-called mAtRRikA. They are not really part of the alphabet but act as modifications to a preceding vowel. (Note that, because of this, if they are sounded as letters in their own right, they assume an ‘a’ before rather than after.)

The first of these is called an anusvAra. It is written as M and causes the preceding vowel to be sounded through the nose. The precise nasal sound is determined by the consonant that follows it, in that it uses the mouth position of the consonant so that the effect is something like the nasal consonant (anunAsika) described below.

The other special letter, not really part of the alphabet, also modifies the sound of the preceding vowel, is written H and it has the effect of adding a brief, breathing out, ‘unvoiced’ sound after the vowel. It is as though there were a word beginning with ‘h’ immediately following and you start to sound it as soon as you finish the preceding letter (i.e. without changing the mouth position) but stop before the word itself starts to sound. It is called a visarga.

So, to recap, the 16 vowels, or mAtRRikA, are as follows:

a A i I u U RRi RRI LLi LLI e o ai au aM aH




The first group of consonants (guttural)

The Sanskrit term for consonants is vya~njana, meaning a ‘decoration’ (of the basic vowel sound). Twenty-five of these are grouped in five sets of five ‘underneath’ the five basic vowels described above. They are formed by positioning the mouth (tongue or lips) in such a way as to ‘stop’ the sound of the vowel in some way. The first group uses the mouth position of the a sound for decorating. This all takes place at the back of the mouth where it becomes the throat – the ‘guttural’ position.

Strictly speaking it is not possible to pronounce a consonant on its own. It is in itself only a positioning of the mouth to ‘stop’ the sound made by a vowel. Accordingly, when speaking the alphabet, the sound of a is used by default after each letter. The first consonant of this group is written k, sounded (with a) ‘ka’ as in cat.

Clearly this consonant could occur at the end of the word (as ‘k’ in ‘rack’ for example). In this case it would have an additional mark underneath the Devanagari character, called a ‘halant’, which means ‘don’t make any vowel sound after this’. In ITRANS, this used to be written k.h – .h after any consonant in ITRANS means that it is followed by a halant and ‘a’ is not sounded after it. In fact, it is no longer necessary in ITRANS to do this – if the letter is written on its own, a halant is inserted automatically when it is converted to Devanagari.

The second consonant in the guttural group is written kh. Its pronunciation is much like the preceding one but with the addition of a slight breathy sound caused by actually letting out some air immediately following the ‘k’ sound. It is often sounded as though it were ‘k-h’ in an imaginary word ‘k-hat’ but there is much too much emphasis in this – it is really more subtle. Consonants such as k are said to be ‘with little breath’ (alpaprANa) while ones like kh are ‘with much breath’ (mahAprANa).

The third in this group is written g, sounded ‘g’ as in gap (alpaprANa). The fourth is written gh and, like ‘kh’ is mahAprANa and sounds like ‘gh’ in doghouse.

The final consonant in this group is the first of the type mentioned briefly above – anunAsika, meaning that the sound is made through the nose. It is written ~N. There are four n-related sounds; hence the need for the tilde and capitalization. It has the sound of ‘ng’ made at the back of the throat and sounding through the nose, like ‘sing’ but with the ending further back in the throat like someone being strangled rather than singing!




The second group of consonants (palatal)

This second group forms the sounds in the back part of the mouth but not the throat. Based on the i vowel, these use the back of the tongue and the rear of the mouth; they are called ‘palatal’. They follow the same pattern as the previous group (as do all five of these groups of consonants, you will be pleased to know!) in that the first and third members are alpaprANa, the second and fourth are mahAprANa, and the fifth is anunAsika. The first, then is written ch and is sounded like the ‘cha’ in chap but, whereas English pronounces this by using the front of the tongue near the front of the roof of the mouth, Sanskrit uses the rear parts.

The second character is written Ch (or chh in older versions). Since I have already said that the pattern of the first group is repeated in the others, you might guess that this is sounded pretty much like ch but with some added breath – and you would be right! Just remember not to make it too pronounced so that it comes out like ‘ch-ha’ and it should be fine.

The third is written j and pronounced more or less as would expect, like the ‘ja’ in ‘jam’ spoken as far back in the mouth as you can without injuring yourself. It uses minimum breath again as for all in this third ‘row’ of the main consonants. The fourth is written jh and you can work out now how it should sound – like ‘j-ha’ but not too much so.

The final letter in this group the second of the anunAsika characters (the ‘n’ type sounds made through the nose). It is written ~n and has a sort of ‘ny’ sound, as in canyon. However, whereas the latter is made by the front of the tongue at the front of the mouth, you have to try to make this sound with the back of the tongue at the rear of the mouth.




The third group of consonants (cerebral)

This third group has now moved the mouth position another step forward so that the tip of the tongue is used, pointing up to the roof of the mouth. To construct the main consonants, the tongue actually touches the roof. It is called the cerebral position. The first is written T. All of this third, (middle) group are written as capital letters to differentiate them from the fourth group. (In the Romanized transliteration, the letters have a dot beneath them.) T is pronounced as the ‘t’ in tub but instead of having the tongue forward of the roof of the mouth, put it right up to the roof as you say it. That should have been spoken ‘with only a small breath’ as usual (alpaprANa). The second letter is the same but with more breath as you make the sound (mahAprANa), a bit like ‘po-th-ole’ (pothole). It is written Th.

The next is written D and pronounced like ‘d’ in dot but, as before, with the tip of the tongue right up in the roof of the mouth. The fourth letter sounds the same as the third but with more breath (e.g. go-dh-ead) and is written Dh. The last in the group is another ‘na’ sound but with the tongue in the roof of the mouth. Written, as you already know, N.




The fourth group of consonants (dental)

This group of consonants are sounded just behind the teeth and called, unsurprisingly, dental. The first is t. It is sounded just like our t, as in ‘tip’. Then comes the equivalent letter, but with more breath (mahAprANa), th, as in ‘carthorse’. Next is d as in ‘dog’ and the breathy equivalent dh, as in ‘redhead’. Finally, in this group, is the one sounded through the nose (anunAsika) n, as in …er ‘nose’.




The fifth group of consonants (labial)

And so, at last, the final group of the main consonants sounded at the lips and called labial. The first is p just like our p, as in ‘put’. Then comes the corresponding breathy ph, as in uphill. Next is b, as in ‘bad’ and the mahAprANa bh, as in ‘clubhouse’. And finally the anunAsika in this group is m, as in ‘man’.




Table of basic consonants

The table of the five groups of consonants, with the corresponding vowel shown in Column 1 for reference, is as shown below:




	Guttural
	a
	k
	kh
	g
	gh
	~N



	Palatal
	i
	ch
	Ch
	j
	jh
	~n



	Cerebral
	RRi
	T
	Th
	D
	Dh
	N



	Dental
	LLi
	t
	th
	d
	dh
	n



	Labial
	u
	p
	ph
	b
	bh
	m









The semi-vowels

There are two small groups of letters left. The first of these is the group of four so-called ‘semi-vowels’. They are formed by combining the four main vowels other than ‘a’ with ‘a’. Thus, if you sound i and then immediately move to the a sound, what emerges sounds like ‘ya’ and this is the first semi-vowel or antaHsthA: – y as in ‘yap’. If you sound RRi and move to a, you get r as in ‘rap’. If you sound LLi and move to a, you get l as in ‘lap’. Finally, if you sound u and move to a, you get the sound ‘w’ as in ‘wag’, though in Sanskrit this is denoted by the letter ‘v’. Note that Americans seem to prefer to ignore this logical derivation and pronounce it as ‘va’ in ‘van’. Since it is somewhat illogical to write it as beginning with a ‘v’ while sounding it as a ‘w’, I suppose both sides of the Atlantic have a case.




The sibilants

Almost last of all, there are three sibilants or sss-sounds. (A sibilant is called UShman in Sanskrit.) These are in the palatal, cerebral and dental positions. (In theory there are also ones in the other two positions but these are so rare that they are usually ignored.) In the palatal position, there is sh sounded by making a shh sound in that mouth position; it comes out like the ending of a soft German ‘ich’ with the default a ending of course. The second, in the cerebral position, is Sh (or shh in older releases) made by sounding ‘sha’ with the tongue up to the roof of the mouth. Finally is the dental s, sounding like the normal ‘s’ in ‘sand’.




h

This leaves the last letter in the alphabet, h, sounding, as you would expect, as ‘h’ in ‘hat’. It is sometimes considered to be another sibilant and is also called UShman, which literally means ‘heated’.




The complete alphabet

The order of the alphabet, if you want to look up a word in the dictionary, is pretty much the order used here in introducing the letters. The 16 mAtRRikA are at the beginning, followed by the basic consonants – guttural, palatal, cerebral, dental and labial. Then come the 4 semi-vowels (antaHsthA) and the three sibilants and finally h.

a, A, i, I, u, U, RRi, RRI, LLi, LLI, e, o, ai, au, aM, aH,

k, kh, g, gh, ~N, ch, CH, j, jh, ~n, T, Th, D, Dh, N, t, th, d, dh, n, p, ph, b, bh, m

y, r, l, v, sh, Sh, s, h




Further study

As you will certainly have realized by now, in order to learn how to sound these correctly, you really need to listen to someone who knows – try the two on-line videos referenced earlier. But, for recognizing key words, listening to and reading about traditional Advaita, it doesn’t matter too much if you do not know the correct pronunciation – and you certainly do not need to learn the language in any depth.

We are unused to making full use of our mouth and tongue in speaking and, since Sanskrit makes almost scientific use, we will find much of it peculiar and initially uncomfortable. If you want a more thorough introduction, my book ‘Sanskrit for Seekers’ (Ref. 78) expands upon this to give you a more thorough grounding but without going into too much detail. Its aim is to teach you the rudiments of Sanskrit in order to enable you to read the script, pronounce words and look them up in a dictionary.
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