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Lecture Four 

 

These lectures were delivered in Michaelmas Term (Oct.-Dec. 2003). They are intended to 

introduce the basic tenets of Advaita tracing it from the period of Gaudapada through 

Sankara to the present day Advaitins. They examine the philosophical subtleties of Advaita, 

its enrichment through productive dialogue with other schools and also its impact on the 

society. These are designed for students in Indian Philosophy, Theology and Religious studies 

and do not require in-depth understanding of Indian scriptures. However, they could also be 

of particular interest to advanced students of Indology and Sanskrit studies. 

�

The Mechanism of Perception: 

Cognition, whether veridical or illusory, has self-luminous (svaprakasa) 

consciousness as its substratum.  It is verily through this consciousness that anything 

may be known.  Advaita contends that empirical knowledge evidently involves the 

use of sense organs.  Now, what is the nature and function of these sense organs 

(indriyas), which are involved in empirical knowledge?  

According to Buddhists, the eye-sense is the most important sense organ and is 

understood as the external orb (the golaka). Mimamsakas think that the sense of sight 

refers to a peculiar power or potency connected with the golaka (the indriya-
akti), 

which is inherent in the orb.  This potency is put forth on the basis that people with an 

apparently undamaged organ of sight may nevertheless be unable to perceive.  There 

is yet another view that presents an indriya as a subtle substance that is located in the 

orb, while not being a power. Advaita seems to accept this view, for it asserts that 

indriyas are subtle (unperceivable) and known through inference alone.1  

The question may arise as to why an indriya should be a subtle material substance. 

Advaita recognizes the existence of five material elements: ether, air, fire, water and 

                                            
1. The inference may be formed like this: Every action requires a karana - major premise. Perception 

is an action – minor premise, so perception requires an instrument and the indriya is that 
instrument involved in perception.    
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earth, said to have originated from five corresponding subtle material substances. 

Each element possesses a special quality (as�dharana-dharma).  That of ether is sound 

and that of air, fire, water, and earth are touch, colour, taste and smell, respectively. 

They are all insentient (ja�a) as well as effects (karya). Originating from the elements 

(bhutas), the sense organs restrict themselves to their asadharan���� ��� �
�� � �� � � �� � ��
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  Associations or identifications of the above nature render empirical life possible.  

Strictly speaking, Advaitins believe that only pure consciousness exists. It is held that 

in the Self there is no trace of duality.  The Self is free from attributes; it is devoid of 

characteristics (nirvisesa). Yet because of its false association with the antahkarana 

etc., it looks as if it has qualities. The erroneous associations described above 

represent, as Shankara states in his Brahmasutra-bhasyas, the source of all evils, since 

it affects individuals and impinges on all aspects of society. Liberation is the 

termination of such associations.  
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