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The Rig Veda summarises the chief purpose of Vedic knowledge thus: ‘Assemble together, speak with 

one voice, let your minds be all of one accord…. Let all priests deliberate in a common way. Common 

be their assembly, common be their mind, so be their thoughts united.... United be the thoughts of all, 

that all may live happily, that ye may all happily reside” (Sharvanand, 2006: 198)1. 

 

‘In the world, there is no study so beautiful and so elevating as the Upanishads. It has been the solace 

of my life, and will be the solace of my death,” from the great nineteenth-century German philosopher 

Arthur Schopenhauer, paying homage to the sublime ideas that have been animating the Hindu 

tradition for almost three millennia’ (Idaho, n.d.)2 

 

Abstract 

The purpose of this paper is to provide further insights into the Vedas and the Upanishads (called 

Shrutis), that were referred to in the paper on the general framework of Hinduism, to develop our 

understanding of the core message of these texts. Such an understanding is crucial as the Shrutis 

provide the foundation for Hindu philosophical thought. Accordingly, this paper deals with the 

question: What is the central message of the Shrutis? How did the subsequent philosophical 

development take place using the thoughts from the Shrutis and what value do, if any, these thoughts 

have for the modern society? To answer these questions, many relevant sources were examined.  I 

found that the central message of the Shrutis is that one must perform the duties ordained on her 

/him.  Subsequent development of Hindu thought took place using the two main constructs offered 

by the Shrutis, that is, Jnana and Karma.  Both these constructs are outstanding contribution of 

Hinduism to the world philosophy.  The Shrutis encourage us to become better specimen of human 

beings for own good and for the good of the society.  

1. Introduction  

Though the Upanishads are a part of the Vedas, I present these separately.  Upanishads are the place 

where one finds the full-fledged Hindu philosophy developed. 

The Vedas 

The Vedas (or knowledge) are the earliest available record of the Hindus.  According to Bal Gangadhar 

Tilak – known as the ‘Father of Indian Unrest’ – the Vedas date back to 4,000 BCE but Max Muller, 

considers their age to be 1,200 BCE (Dasgupta, 1922)3.  Max Muller (1899: 46) notes ‘Whatever may 

be the date of Vedic hymns, whether 1500 or 15000 BC they have their own unique place and stand 

by themselves in the literature of the world’.  Accordingly, all the branches of Hindu philosophy, when 

considered in parts such as the metaphysics, ethics, epistemology and logic, owe their origin to the 

Vedas and use them as their source material. The Vedas are called apaurusheya, that is, not man-

made but present eternally.  They are the thoughts heard (Shruti) by spiritual scientists called Rishis 
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in deep meditation during the quest of the Self.  ‘The Vedas are described as apaurusheya, that is, 

written by no man. They were transmitted down from one generation to the next [by oral tradition] 

without anyone having a clue as to who wrote them’ (Narlikar, 2011: n.d.).4    

There are four Vedic texts: Rigveda, Yajurveda, Samaveda and Atharvaveda.  The Rig Veda Samhita is 

considered as the oldest of the four Veda. It has 1028 hymns in 10,500 verses approx. grouped in 10 

chapters (mandalas). The Yajurveda Samhita is mainly prose work and is about two-third of the size 

of Rig Veda while the Sama and the Atharva Veda are each half the size of Rig Veda. Sama Veda 

borrows considerably from the Rig Veda while the Atharva Veda has no connection with sacrifices and 

instead addresses issues such as how to drive away diseases or how to ensure domestic harmony. It 

has 20 chapters or books and draws about one-fifth of Rig Veda (Raja, 2006)5. The other Vedas refer 

to the Rig Veda Samhita quite often and draw on it heavily.  Vedic mantras (aphorisms) are used right 

from conception till the death rituals. Each of these texts are further divided in four parts. The 

‘Samhita’ or a collection of verses, and the ‘Brahmana’ or the prose that explains the meaning of the 

verses.  One section of the Brahmanas was called the Aranyakas and the other the Upanishads. Both 

deal with the esoteric portion of the Brahmanas. ‘Cosmological and metaphysical topics generally 

occupy a more central position in the Upanishad’ (Oliville, 1996: xxxii)6.  The ritualistic part of the 

Samhita and Brahmana are called karma kand, the Aranyakas as upasana kand, or the meditational 

part, while the Upanishads are called as Jnana kand or the portion dealing with supreme knowledge.  

To understand the Vedas, Vedanga texts were created consisting of phonetics (siksa), rituals (kalpa), 

grammer (vyakarana), etymology (nirukta), metre (chhandas) and astronomy (jyotisha).  

Oliville (1996) provides a schema of the Vedic corpus as below: 

 Rigveda Yajurveda Samaveda Atharvaveda 

  Black 
(Krishna) 

White (Shukla)   

Samhita Rigveda Taittiriya, 
Kathaka 

Vajasaneyi Samaveda Atharvaveda 

Brahmana Aitareya, 
Kausitaki, 
Sankhayana 

Taittiriya Satpatha Jaiminiya, 
Chandogya 

Gopatha 

Aranyaka Aitareya,  
Sankhayana 

Taittiriya    

Upanishad Aitareya, 
Kausitaki 

Taittiriya, 
Svetaswatara, 
Katha 

Brihadaranyaka, 
Isa 

Jaiminiya, 
Chandogya, 
Kena 

Mundaka, 
Prasna, 
Mandukya 

Source: Olivelle, P. (1996) Upanishad, Oxford University Press, New York, pp xxxi,Ffig 1. 

 

1.2 Upanishads 

The word Upanishad literally means ‘sit down near’ the teacher. There are more than 200 

Upanishads7. Dasgupta (1922)8 provides a list of 112 Upanishads that are published. ‘The principal 

Upanishads are said to be ten. Samkara [Adi Shankaracharya] commented on eleven. Isa, Ken, Katha, 
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Prasna, Mundaka, Mandukya, Taiattiriya, Aitareya, Chandogya, Brihad-aranyaka and Svetaswatara’ 

(Radhakrishnan, 1992:21)9.  I provide a gist of the first 10 of these below. The other Upanishads to 

which Shankara refers to in his commentary on Brahma sutra, include Kausitaki, Jabala, 

Mahanarayana, and Paingala. Radhakrishnan (1992)10 also includes Maitri Upanishad in this list and 

refers to these 15 as the principal Upanishads.  

The Upanishads were composed since about 1,000 BCE to 1,400 CE (Olivelle, n.d.)11. They were passed 

on from one generation to the other by oral tradition. Several groups of students byhearted say Kena 

Upanishad and passed it on.  Similar was the case with other texts.  To facilitate such oral tradition, 

Sanskrit language was the best as it enabled conveying of meaning in a compressed form - in a few 

verses.  Though the authorship of the Upanishad is unknown some prominent sages associated with 

the Upanishads include Aruni, Yajnavalkya and Svetketu. 

According to Olivelle (1996)12, geographically, the Upanishads were compiled in North India in the 

region from the foothills of Himalaya to the Vindhya Mountain towards the South and from the upper 

Indus valley (west) to the lower Ganges (east) – mainly the states of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar. 

After a general introduction of the Vedas and Upanishads, I now move to the contents thereof in 

section 2, thereafter in section 3, I consider the relevance of these texts for modern society and section 

4 concludes. 

2. The Vedas and Upanishads (Shruti) : an overview 

Hindu philosophy relies heavily on Sabdapramana (scriptural testimony) and even when it invokes 

other epistemological methods such as perception (pratyaksha) and inference (anumana) it defers to 

the Vedas (Adluri, 2014)13.  Consequently, a study of the Shrutis becomes necessary to understand the 

platform on which the Hindu philosophical edifice has been built.  

2.1 The metaphysical and theological ideas in the Vedas 

The Veda provide two different perspectives for examining the Ultimate Reality: the phenomenal 

(everyday experience perceptible by the senses) and the transcendental (abstract or beyond sense 

perception).   ‘In the Vedas, the reality experienced at the transcendental level is called the Brahman’ 

(Nikhilanand, 2008:29)14. As per the Advait (non-dual) Vedanta strand of Hindu philosophy, the same 

Brahman when considered from the phenomenal perspective is called the Atman. At the level of 

Brahman, the same reality is experienced as unity (non-diverse, pure, universal consciousness). At the 

level of Atman, (individual consciousness), however, the diversity or difference is witnessed, and the 

worldly appearances become the reality. The Atman is conditional (conditioned, limited) while the 

Brahman is unconditional (unlimited).  The unlimited Brahman is called sat-chit-anand (existence, 

knowledge and bliss). But how does the unlimited, unconditional Brahman become limited and 

conditional? Bernard (1947)15notes that the weight of the yarn, on the spindle or in the rug woven 

from it, doesn’t change but what changes is merely the form (roopa) and the name (naam). 

Accordingly, the Vedic literature asserts that the unlimited doesn’t disappear but gets a form and label 
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when encased in a body.  ‘The conditioned Brahman is called Ishwara (Nikhilanand, 2008)16. A realised 

soul attains the knowledge of the Atman and consequently sees unity everywhere at that level. When 

such a knowledge is absent (i.e. there is ignorance), one sees diversity and duality around. The central 

message of the Vedas is to focus on the Atman. To facilitate the realisation of the Atman, several 

meditational and Yoga practices have been suggested.  

The Vedas occupy a central place in the life of a Hindu. The Mimansaka school holds the view that the 

purpose of Veda is to denote some karma or rite.  However, another school holds the view that the 

main purpose of Vedas is two-fold, namely, ‘the attainment of mundane welfare including heavenly 

enjoyments (abhyudaya) and the realisation of the supreme spiritual beatitude (nihsreyasa)’ 

(Sharvanand, 2006:185)17. The purpose of karma and upasana kand is to attain the first objective while 

that of the jnana kand is the later objective or the search for the transcended or the Ultimate Reality.  

Aditi – the ‘Big Bang’ moment in the Veda 

The pre-Vedic deities – Sun, Earth, Sky, Rain and Fire – were subsumed by the Infinite called Aditi or 

the mother of gods according to the Rig Veda.  Max Muller notes ‘Aditi, an ancient god or goddess, is 

in reality the earliest name invented to express the Infinite; not the Infinite as the result of a long 

process of abstract reasoning, but the visible Infinite, visible by the naked eye, the endless expanse, 

beyond the earth, beyond the clouds, beyond the sky’ (Max Muller, 1869:230)18.  Aditi – the indivisible, 

unbroken, infinite, immanent Principal – was really the Big Bang moment of Sanatan Dharma 

contributed by the Vedic bards. The Rig Ved proclaims that ‘Aditi is the celestial sphere, Aditi is the 

intermediary space, Aditi is the mother, the father, the son, Aditi is all Gods, the five classes of beings, 

the created and again the cause of creation’ (Sharvanand, 2006:187)19. 

The concept of three planes or spheres and their respective deities 

Another major contribution of the Rig Veda seers was the conception of three planes of the universe: 

dyuloka (uppermost or celestial plane), antarikshaloka (intermediary space) and the Bhurloka 

(terrestrial sphere). These spheres had three presiding deities, the Surya or Sun, Indra or Vayu and 

Agni or Fire respectively. Each of the deities had eleven sub deities in each sphere totalling thirty-three 

in total.  According to Satapatha Brahmana there are eight Vasus, eleven Rudra, twelve Adityas and 

Dyu (sky) and Earth.  Max Muller (1892)20 notes that similar multiplicity of Gods is to be found in 

Greece and Rome but the polytheism in Hindu gods he describes as henotheism which refers to 

worship of one god but does not deny that there could be other gods. This is different from 

monotheism which asserts that there is one and only God and none other.  Judaism, Christianity and 

Islam believe in monotheism, yet conflicts abound between them and of them with other religions 

(Almond, 2017)21.  

The gods of the celestial sphere are Mitra (god of light) and Varuna (god of sky).  They are followed by 

Savitra or Surya – the giver of life, energy and wealth, and Vishnu – considered as the guardian of all 

and the founder of Dharma.  Max Muller (1869) notes that Vishnu signifies the rising, culmination and 

the setting of the Sun. Vishnu is the immanent and all-pervasive Principle. Accordingly, the all-
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pervasive nature got recognised in Rig Vedic time itself. Indra is the most important god of Rig Veda. 

His associate is Marut – the wind god and Indra are credited with killing a demon and facilitate fall of 

rain to renovate life on earth. Vayu is the prominent god of the intermediary (etherial) space while 

Agni (fire) is the god of the terrestrial sphere.  

All these deities are but the manifestations of One god (Raja, 2006)22 

Hiranyagarbha (Vishwakarma) 

In their metaphysical pursuits, the Rishi (seers), considered that the cosmic Principle, manifested as 

Hiranyagarbha as the efficient cause of the universe. The Rig Veda asserts that the Hiranyagarbha 

arose from the water. The much later Greek conception of the creation of the universe is similar. The 

pre-creation situation was described by them as ‘chaos’.  Similar was the conception of the Egyptians. 

Accordingly, it was not a new beginning but rearrangement of things (Chowdhuri, 2008)23. Sharvanand 

(2006:194)24  ‘He who is the father of us all, the procreator, the great Providence. He who knows the 

whole universe. He is one yet assumes different names of gods, about him all people of the world 

become desirous to know’. 

Param Purusha, Jivatma and Maya 

The Rig Veda seers used three different methods – theological, metaphysical and psychological - to 

unravel the mysteries of the universe (Sharvanand, 2006). By theological method they realised 

intuitively that their god of worship was the transcendental impersonal Principal that underpins the 

whole universe. They called the cosmic being as Parama Purusha. In the hymns of ‘Hiranyagarbha and 

Viswakarman, the sages contemplated theistic [belief in One god] origin of creation. The Purusha -

sukta, on the other hand, promulgates the pantheistic [material world is the manifestation of the 

transcendental reality] view of creation’ (Sharvanand, 2006:195).  The psychological approach to the 

ultimate problem taken by the Rig Veda involved reassuring the individual that the Atman is the very 

same Brahman and consequently indestructible. It asserts that the individual soul is deluded by the 

Maya. It must be noted here that at the transcendental level, there is only pure consciousness or 

Brahman or the Ultimate Reality, the Maya arises at the phenomenal level because of the ignorance 

about our true original nature. 

Yajna 

Yajna represent the ritualistic part of the Vedic tradition.  It is representative of the ‘entire cosmic 

process as the performance of a great sacrifice and believed that man’s spiritual nature can best be 

quickened if he tries to mould himself in consonance with that cosmic order’ (Sharvanand, 2006: 

198)25.  During Yajna, oblations are given to Agni (holy Fire) as Agni is regarded as the messenger 

(doot) that carries messages to all other gods (Raja, 2006)26. Typically, when a yajna (holy fire worship) 

is performed, four priests sit on the four sides of the Yajna Kund (altar) and each priest recites mantras 

from each of the Vedas. These rituals are the karma-kanda (Sharvanand, 2006)27.   

The concept of life and after life 
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The Vedic people had a very positive attitude towards life and offered prayers to the God for a happy 

life of one hundred years and beyond.  After death, it was believed that man goes to a higher world 

called the pitra-loka where the departed souls live. A prayer in Rig Veda puts this beautifully as below: 

‘O, Pavamana, place me in the deathless undecaying world…. Make me immortal in that realm where 

dwells the King Vivaswana’s son… (Griffith, 1896:449)28.   

The concept of transmigration of the soul (samsara), is not explicitly mentioned in the Rig Veda but 

comes in later Upanishads but there is enough evidence to suggest that they knew about the 

transmigration of the soul (Raja, 2006)29. 

Rig Veda notes two paths which are taken by the soul: devayana and pitrayana. The former doesn’t 

involve any return while the latter does involve return to the physical world after enjoying the fruits 

of the good deeds of previous life.  

The Karma and Jnana 

The concepts Karma and Jnana first appear in the Rig Veda when the Veda explains the different 

outcomes that flow from these. “A careful study of Rig Veda shows that even in early times, Karma 

and Jnana, were recognised as two separate factors in the spiritual progress of man’ (Raja, 2006).30 

The Law of Karma is the single most important contribution of Hinduism to world philosophy. It 

provides the most logical explanation available so far, the problem of evil that has engaged attention 

of world scholars for many years. Berger (1967)31, for example, asserts that the Karmasiddhanta of 

the Hindus is the most logical answer to the problem of divine-justice called theodicy (why good 

people suffer, and bad people enjoy). Harman (1976:287)32 asserts ‘Unlike the Western theories…… 

the doctrine of rebirth is capable of meeting the major objections against which those Western 

attempts all failed’. The famous sociologist Max Weber (1947:359)33 notes that Karma, ‘stands out by 

virtue of its consistency as well as by its extraordinary metaphysical achievements’.  Kaufman’s 

(2005)34 criticism of Karma theory, has been rebutted by Chadha and Trakakis (2007)35. 

The concept of God in the Vedas 

The Rig Veda is in poetic form. The hymns are mostly about the praise of deities such as Indra, Varuna, 

Mitra, and Agni to seek their help and favour. The nature was subject to basic underlying law to 

regulate all beings and other objects of nature. Though one could construe the many gods as 

polytheism, only the Supreme God was extolled. Interestingly, one could choose the Supreme God so 

that other gods became less important. Max Muller calls this ‘henotheism’. The Rig Veda proclaims 

‘ekam sat vipra bahudha vadanti’ One reality is called by the wise in different ways’ (Chatterjee and 

Datta, 1984:352)36 which clearly points to monotheism – belief in one god, one supreme consciousness 

or Principal. The idea that ‘names may be many and different but they all denote the same God occurs 
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in Viswakarma sukta too’ (Tatwamayanand,2005:40)37. The concept of unity of God is to be found in 

the Purusha sukta where an organic unity of the whole universe (unity of godhead) is contemplated. 

‘An inquiry into the one impersonal, attribute-less, form-less Principal behind all concepts of God 

occurs in Hiranyagarba Sukta….Shatpatha Brahmana and also in the Aitareya Brahmana’ 

(Tattwamatanand, 2005:40)38.  It is also to be found in the Ishavasya and Taitareya Upanishad that 

assert that whatever is there in this world is permeated by Ishwara. 

According to the Hindu concept then, God (the absolute Principle) is not only the creator, ruler but 

importantly also the in-dweller of all. This is where the concept of God of Abrahamic religions and 

Hinduism differs significantly. For Hindus, God is impersonal Principle but for Abrahamic religions it is 

a Personal God. For Hindus, God is in-dweller of all -not so in them. Furthermore, God in Hinduism 

takes the avatara (descents) into both human and animal form, not so in the Abrahamic religions. God 

is also conceived as a woman Aditi, Parvati, Lakshmi, Saraswati etc. not so in Abrahamic religions 

where it is a male god. “Hinduism is not theo-centric, in the usual sense, i.e. not based on Extra-

Cosmic-Creator-God like the other western religions…in Hinduism God is an Expression or Cosmic 

Manifestation of the Supreme Infinite Spiritual Reality (Brahman)…He is not a Being in Heaven 

(Mukyanand,2000:20)39. The Varuna sukta of Rig Veda involves complete surrender to God and 

became the main principle of Vaishnavism. Here ‘the renunciation is Brahma and Brahma is the 

Supreme’ ((Tattwamatanand, 2005:42)40.   

The multiplicity of deities was intended perhaps to highlight the different natural forces that 

influenced human beings, the Rig Veda which recognised Aditi as the immanent Principal, further 

clarified categorically that divinity is One. Rukmani (2016:79)41 notes ‘the ground-breaking 

contribution to religious and spiritual thought in the Rig Veda is the idea that the Ultimate Existence 

or the Truth is One and can be described variously by wise people ‘ekam sat vipra bahudha vadanti’. 

The Hamsavati hymn of Rig Veda specifically indicates that the same Principle ‘shines in the sky, in 

water, in light, in mountains and in Truth’ (Sharvanand, 2006:194)42.  Accordingly, the Rig Veda 

recognised over 4,500 BCE that a single Principal, a universal cosmic force manifests itself in multiple 

ways. ‘Some of the Hindu philosophical systems are flatly atheistic… and in others God is only an 

‘impersonal cosmic principle’ (Cooper, 2003:14)43.  The Vedanta strand of philosophy calls this cosmic 

Principal, Brahman, which is an all-pervasive Spirit.  Similar thoughts were expressed by later Jewish 

and Christian religions. ‘What Judaism calls God, the Holy One whose spirit is in all of us, is called 

Brahman by the Hindus. Jesus Christ said, I am the life…… as life I exist in all beings…I and my father 

are one’ (Sarvagatanand, 2009:576)44. 

The Purusha sukta describes the Supreme consciousness with an allegory of a thousand-eyed and 

thousand-footed purusha. The lord of immortality who is wide spread. The animals as well as the four 

varnas are created out of this Purusha. ‘The Brahmin was his mouth, out of his two arms were made 

the kshyatriyas, his two thighs became the vaisyas and from his foot the sudras were born’ 
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(Klostermaier, 2007:87)45. The Sukta considers ‘all existence-earth, heavens, planets, gods, living and 

non-living objects – is conceived here as the parts of one great person (Purusha) who pervades the 

world but also remains beyond it’ (Chatterjee and Datta, 1984:353) 46. It is panentheism (all is in God) 

not pantheism (all is equal to God).  

The Nasadiya Sukta further underlined the Vedic position of the Impersonal Absolute. The reality 

underlying it all can’t be described it says. The primal can’t be described. Roy Chowdhury (2008:308)47 

notes ‘the Vedic seers viewed creation not as a new beginning but as an arrangement and organisation 

of all that lay in chaos’. The Nasadiya sukta points to the Advaitic monism. ‘In this hymn all phenomena 

are traced to the one Principle which is beyond opposites like life and death, existence and non-

existence, being and non-being, day and night… it is perhaps the most scientific description of the 

Ultimate Reality as well as the projection of the phenomenal world’ (Tatvamayanand, 2005:44)48. 

Yajur, Sama and Atharva Veda 

‘The Yajur Veda and the Sama Veda are of little importance to a student of ancient Indian culture’ 

(Raja, 2006:209)49.  An optimistic tone and material plenty at that time is apparent throughout.  The 

Atharva veda, however, seems to project a gloomy picture and handles issues such as black magic, 

injury to one’s enemy and other aspects of the present life.  The other three Vedas are more futuristic 

in their outlook. Yet the Atharva Veda contains much of the philosophical literature. ‘The three Vedas 

are not so intimately related to the problems of the Absolute as is the Atharva Veda’ (Raja, 

2006:210)50.  

2.1.1 The metaphysical and theological ideas in the Upanishads 

The Upanishads are the end portion of the Vedas and it is difficult to separate the metaphysical ideas 

in the Vedas from those of the Upanishads. However, the Upanishads are the place where the 

metaphysical inquiry really begins and ends in a fully grown Hindu philosophy (Max Muller, 1892)51. 

Aurobindo (1998:5)52 notes, ‘the Upanishads……. [could be] conceived as a revolt of the philosophical 

and speculative minds against the ritualistic materialism of the Vedas’.  

Different names of the same Brahman 

The Upanishads addressed metaphysical questions such as what is the Reality?  What is that by 

knowing which everything can be known?  What is Brahman? What is Atman? The Upanishads, 

however, use the words Brahman, Atman, Being or Supreme Being alternately to mean the same 

Absolute or Pure consciousness or the Principle.  An important development from metaphysical 

perspective is the focus of the Upanishads on the Self rather than on the Vedic gods.  The 

Brihadaranyaka Upanishad (1.4.10) contains one of the brahmavakyas: Ahum Brahmsi (I am the 

Brahma).  ‘If a man knows. ‘I am Brahman’ in this way, he becomes this whole world….So when 
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venerates another deity, thinking, ‘He Is one and I am another’, he does not understand’ (Olivelle, 

1996:15)53.  

Panchkosha 

The Real Self is covered by five koshas or sheaths (De Long, 2016:164-165)54.  As per the Taittariya 

Upanishad, these are the anna-maya-kosha (physical body), prana-maya-kosha (vital energy or 

breath), mano-maya-kosha (mind), vijnana-maya-kosha (intellect) and anand-maya-kosha (bliss) 

notes Ramakrishnaaiyar (2016)55. 

Goal of life 

According to the Upanishad, realisation of the Self (atmanjnana) is the highest of all knowledges. ‘The 

method of self-realisation lies through the control of the lower Self, its deep-rooted interests and 

impulses and through the study, reasoning and repeated meditation (sravana, manana and 

nididhyasana) till the forces of the past habits and thoughts are completely overcome by a firm belief 

in the truth learnt’ (Chatterjee and Datta, 1984:357).  The Upanishads also exhort us to choose sreyas 

(good or beneficial) instead of preyas (pleasurable). 

Against rituals 

Upanishads lay stress not on rituals but on jnana.  The Mundaka Upanishad, for example, warns us 

rituals are ‘inferior karma’ and not to get deluded by them (Radhakrishnan, 1992)56. Upanishads tell 

us the superiority of knowledge vis-à-vis the empty rituals. It is only through the acquiring of supreme 

knowledge about the Self or the Brahman can one get out of the cycle of Samsara.  

The Ultimate Bliss 

The Upanishads tell us that the greatest bliss or infinite joy can only be obtained by a seer by Knowing 
Thy Self. In the Brihadarnayaka Upanishad (4.3.32) Yajnyavalka tells King Janaka ‘This is his highest 
goal, this is his highest attainment, this is his highest world, this is his highest bliss’ (Olivelle, 996:62)57.  
In the same Upanishad (4.5.6), Yanjnavalkya tells Maitreyi his wife that it is the ‘Self’ which is the 
source of all joy and bliss. ‘One loves another person or thing because he identifies himself with that 
person or thing, regards him or it as his own self’ (Chatterjee and Datta, 1984:359)58. Similarly, the 
desire to live and the survival instinct really comes from the joy the Self gets from living.  As the Self 
or the Atman or the Brahman is where bliss or joy originates, being one with the Self would be the 
Ultimate Bliss. ‘All through the Upanishads, they speak of Brahman, then it is said that Brahman exists 
in you as your consciousness, as your Self’ (Ranganathanand, 2016:301)59. 

2.2 Epistemology in the Shrutis 

The six systems of Vedic philosophy show a great concern for the nature, source and valid ways of 
acquiring knowledge. A systematic treatise on the Vedanta epistemology is the one by Dharmaraja. 
Consisting of eight chapters, six of these are devoted to methods of knowing while the seventh 
discusses ‘tat’ and ‘tvam’ while the last discusses ‘moksha’ (Rambachan, 1984:60). Similar to present 
day research methods, novelty (anadhigatatva) and non-contradictedness (abädhitatva) are 
considered to be the essential conditions for valid knowledge – the latter test is considered to be the 

                                                           
53 Olivelle, P. 1996. Op.cit. 
54 De Long, J. (2016) Tantra: A much misunderstood path to Liberation, Prabuddha Bharat, vol. 121 No. 1. Pp, 157-167. 
55 Ramakrishnaiyar, L. (2016) Consciousness Revisited, Prabuddha Bharat, vol 111, pp. 640-644. 
56 Radhakrishnan, S. (1992) op cit 
57 Olivelle 1996, op. cit. 
58 Chatterjee and Datta, 1984 op.cit.  
59 Ranganathanand, S. (2016) Mandukya Upanishad, Prabuddha Bharat, vol. 121, no. 2, Advait Ashram, Kolkata. 
60 Rambachan, R. 1984. Op. cit. 



crucial test for knowing the truth according to Advait Vedanta. ‘It is held to be valid until it is falsified 
by a superior pramäna (Rambachan, 1984)61. Similarly, the Advait Vedanta borrows the 
epistemological theory of swatah-pamanya-vada (intrinsic and self-evident validity of knowledge) 
from poorva mimansa.  
 
In the Kena Upanishad, ‘the term Kena shows that the critical investigation called epistemology started 

in India long, long time ago’ (Baneshanand, 2002:37)62. The Upanishad tells us that though the 

Brahman is infinite it is reflected in the vritties. The latter are, however, finite but this indicates that 

the Brahman can be comprehended by our mind. As our senses are limited and everyone looks at 

things through his own subjective prism.  The knowledge thus acquired is not complete or real since 

it is subject to the limitations imposed by the senses. Accordingly, one must go beyond sensory 

perception to know the Reality or to get the complete knowledge. The Upanishad puts to test belief, 

information and philosophy. Such a critical examination is called adhyatma vidya which is considered 

to be the best among all branches of knowledge ‘because it enquires about the inquirer who is not 

distanced by time and space – it is in me and ever present’ (Baneshanand, 2002: 37). 

One comes across the epistemology of the Self in the Upanishads. Adi Sankara asserts that Upanishads 

are the pramanas for the knowledge of the Self.  ‘The ultimate philosophic fact is no doubt to be 

known through the testimony of the Upanishads; but if the knowledge conveyed by it is to bring real 

freedom, one should verify it by one's own living experience in the form 'I am Brahman' or Aham 

Brahma Asmi. It is this immediate experience or direct intuition of the Absolute which is described as 

vidvadanubhava to distinguish it from lay experience, that accordingly becomes the final criterion of 

Truth here’. Sankara considers Shrutis as the main source to gain knowledge about Brahmajnana. ‘It 

is clear that in relation to the gain of Brahmajnana, Sankara saw all other sources of knowledge, as 

being subordinate to the Shrutis and supported his views by detailed and well-reasoned arguments’ 

(Rambachan, 1984:2)63. 

In the Advaita epistemology, one finds that Adi Sankara made a distinction between paramarthik (the 

Real from transcendental perspective) and vyavaharik (the Real from the practical or empirical 

perspective) knowledge. From the Absolute Reality perspective, the knower and the known are One. 

But from the empirical perspective, the subject-object dichotomy arises. ‘The Atman is Pure 

Consciousness, although, as it were. It views itself as a knowing subject in relation to a known object’ 

(Grimes, 1991:291)64. Vivekanand considered the knowledge gained from the Shrutis not enough as it 

needed to be verified by self-experience (anubhava)65. Devaraja (1972)66 provides a detailed account 

epistemology of Advaita for those interested. 

2.3 Ethics in the Shrutis 

With the conception of Vedic gods – Mitra and Varuna- the discussion of moral power ensued in the 

Vedas.  ‘The conception of Varuna as a moral power is particularly striking and the hymn in the Atharva 

Veda (IV.16) is describing his power which extends beyond the physical universe to the moral world, 

where his laws are equally strong and inviolable, expresses his omniscience and omnipresence as no 
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other Vedic hymn does’ (Ghananand, 2006:335)67.  Later, the responsibility is transferred to Indra 

without undermining the position of Varuna. Bloomfield (1908:122)68 writes Varuna ‘sees all the past 

and all the future, he is present as the third wherever two men secretly scheme, his spies do not close 

their eyes’. 

2.4 Logic in the Shrutis 

When describing the Reality, philosophy introduces reasoning and the laws of logic. It is logic that 
distinguishes religion / mythology from philosophy. The Shrutis present to us the early attempts by 
Vedic Rishis in the use of logic to provide an explanation of the Ultimate Reality. As per the Shrutis, as 
the Brahma (consciousness) permeates everything, it can be present in non-human’s as well. Modern 
science appears to accept this view now. ‘The integrated information theory….leaves open the 
possibility that  non-human creatures can have some level of consciousness’ (Ball, 2017:3)69. 
Furthermore, the concept of Maya is interestingly getting some traction now in the modern science. 
"It assumes that there is this one external world out there which is ultimately responsible for our 
experiences. My approach starts without assuming such a world" (Muller cited by Ball, 2017)70. Non-
assumption of such an external world is the latest advance of quantum physics, though at a very 
nascent stage still.   
 
Swami Vivekanand emphasizes that the logical conclusion of a religion is Advaita.  Our body is a 
changing entity and the oneness experienced by the Self with the Brahman is the logical conclusion 
from Shrutis (Ray, 2016)71. Mundaka Upanishad, introduces basic logic. It asserts that the nature of 
reality is to be known by induction.  “…by one clod of clay all that is made of clay is known….by one 
nugget of gold all that is made of gold is known” (Radhakrishnan, 1923:263)72. 
 
Shrutis acknowledge that the Ultimate Reality can’t be known by logic alone.  The Advaita position is 
that the Self is the innermost and deepest reality. The Self is its own knower as the distinction between 
the knower and known disappears. This, however, requires Nididhyasana (contemplative meditation) 
so that the idea of Brahman obtained logically can be perceived spiritually (Radhakrishanan, 1923)73. 
As the absolute monism of Adi Shankara and subsequent idealism of Buddha and Mahavira was found 
to be rather cold, the need for a personal God was felt.  It is here that the Bhagvad Gita comes in 
picture where ‘Krishna is represented as an incarnation of Vishnu as well as the eternal Brahman of 
the Upanishads…’ (Radhakrishnan, 1923:276)74. 
 
Among the Shad Darsanas (six-philosophical systems of Hinduism), the Nyaya system of Gautama is 
exclusively about the logical foundations of Hindu thought.  
 
2.5 The Principal Upanishads: A brief survey 

 
The purpose of the Upanishad was to raise the human from the outer rituals towards the quest of the 

inner-self to make her/his life happier and the society around harmonious.  The Aitareya Upanishad 

classifies men into three types. First, those that were turned away from worldly pleasures and sought 
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to know the Truth. For this class the study of Upanishads was suggested. Second, those who wanted 

to gradually liberate themselves from the worldly things, focus on ‘prana’ was suggested and for those 

engrossed in worldly pleasures, a study of the Samhita’s was intended (Radhakrishnan, 1992)75.  The 

central message of each of the principal Upanishads is summarised below which would help an 

individual to lift herself/himself to a higher plane. 

2.5.1 Brihad-aranyaka: This is the oldest of the Upanishads and is contained in the Satpath Brahmana 

of the Shukla Yajurveda. The shanti mantra (purnam adah, purnam idam…) is from this Upanishad.  

The Upanishad conceptualises the whole universe as a horse and meditate thereon.  The head of the 

horse is the dawn, the sun are his eyes, fire is his mouth, the year as his soul, the earth the hoof etc.  

The Upanishad deals with issues such as the creation of the universe from the Self and asserts the 

superiority of the breath among all bodily functions. The gods and the demons are our senses – when 

directed inward towards the Atman they are the gods or good but when these are drawn outward to 

worldly things the same become demons.  The Upanishad contains one of the most beautiful prayers 

‘asato ma sad gamaya, tamaso ma jyotir gamaya, mrtyorma amritam gamaya’ meaning lead from 

the unreal to the real, from the darkness to light and from death to immortality (Radhakrishnan, 

1992)76.  It is the nama and rupa (name and form) that leads to differentiation.  

2.5.2 Chandogya: Is from the Samveda and elucidates the five-fold saam worship that causes rainfall. 

It is followed by another five-fold worship of water. The importance the Rishis attached to water can 

be seen from this Upanishad. Water continues to be a major issue facing the world today. Similar to 

the Mandukya, this Upanishad too extols the superiority of aum. Like the Brihad-aranyaka Upnishad, 

the Chandogya also underlines the importance of the Gayatri chant prayer which is a sacred verse 

from the Rig Veda. The Upanishad also discusses the course of the soul after death, the Universal Self 

and Uddalaka’s teaching concerning the oneness of the Self.  One the grandest concept of life as a 

sacrifice is found in this Upanishad.  

Ramakrishnan (2003)77 considers that these Brihand-aranyaka and Chandogya Upanishads are the 

longest, oldest, most comprehensive and most important among the Upanishads.  

2.5.3 Mandukya: This shortest of the Upanishads belongs to the Atharvaveda and contains only twelve 

aphorisms (verses) but has great philosophical significance. It contains the very essence of the 

Vedanta. It deals with the sacred syllable OM and identifies it with the entire universe, the Brahman 

and the Atman. The A, U, and M of the syllable represent respectively the past, present and the future. 

The dot that one puts on the syllable OM represents the transcendent -something that is beyond past, 

present and the future time (Ranganathanand, 2016)78.  OM represents both the phenomenal and the 

transcendental Brahman. According to Radhakrishnan (1992)79 the A, U and M represents the three 

states, that is, vaisva (jagrut or waking), taijasa (Swapna or dreaming), prajna (sushupti, deep or 

dreamless sleep) as well as the fourth, the transcendental consciousness (turiya). The vaisva stage 

involves outward-moving consciousness, the taijasa, inward-moving consciousness, prajna involves 

consciousness that has no sense of external or internal objects and only knowledge and bliss are 

present while ‘in the turiya there is permanent union with the Brahman… a mystical ecstatic union 
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with the Absolute’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:699)80. Lao Tze calls the Ultimate Reality or the Brahma as 

the Tao. 

2.5.4 Mundaka:  Munda or mundane means shaving off.  The Upanishads that shaves off ignorance, 

the Mundaka, belongs to the Atharva Veda. It makes the distinction between what is higher 

knowledge (para vidya) and what is the lower knowledge (apara vidya).  The knowledge about 

Brahman is the former and that about the empirical world is the latter. The Mundaka exhorts ‘to 

meditate on aum as the self..may you be successful in crossing over to the farther shore of darkness’ 

(Radhakrishnan, 1992:684)81. The Upanishad contains the famous verse ‘bhidyate hrdaya-granthis, 

chidayante sarva-sansayah, ksiyante casya karmani tasmin drste paravare’ which can be loosely 

translated as with the realisation of the Brahma, the knot of the heart is put asunder, all doubts are 

dispelled, and one experiences the bliss. Another of the verse is satyam eva jayate or Truth alone 

triumphs which is inscribed on the seal of India. The Upanishad also tells us that unfulfilled desires 

lead to re-birth. 

2.5.5 Kena 

What is it that propels the mind towards its objects? What is that which makes the life-force move? 

These are the questions which this Upanishad asks.  Men ordinarily concern themselves with the little 

bodily circle made by the senses without any thought of what is behind the senses.  However, that 

can’t be known by the mind that is guided by the senses since in that case the Brahman would be finite 

and knowable.  Yet it can be known if the mind is withdrawn from the senses and is purified. It is only 

in the light of the cosmic intelligence that the mind can fathom the first cause. However, 

understanding the Brahman at the intellectual level is not enough, the Upanishadic teacher tells the 

discipline to experience it and only then s/he can understand the real nature of the Brahman. It is the 

union of the subject and object that leads to true knowledge. When the Brahman is known it is known 

in all stages of consciousness (Paramanand, 1919)82.  The dialogue of Indra and Uma is famous.  Uma 

tells Indra, the Brahman is the agent you are only an instrument in his hands.  

2.5.6 Isha 
 
This Upanishad brings home the core of Hindu philosophy. The core matra (isavasyam idam sarvam…) 
or ‘all this is…. enveloped by God is from this Upanishad. Therefore, find your enjoyment in 
renunciation; do not covet what belongs to others’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:567)83. Enjoy everything with 
the conviction that all belongs to God and you have no proprietary rights.  Sri Ramakrishna explained 
this beautifully. “As a maid in a rich family brings up the child of her master, loving the baby as if it 
were her own, yet knowing well that she has no claim upon it; so also, should you think that you are 
but trustees and guardians of your children, whose real father is the Lord Himself” (RKM, Delhi, n.d.)84. 
‘By cultivating the fact that the giver of all is the Supreme Lord, we cultivate the quality of detachment 
vairagya’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:568)85.  
 
2.5.7 Katha 
 
This Upanishad contains the famous interaction between Nachiketa and Yama (the Lord of Death). 
Nachiketa reveals the inadequacy of rituals. ‘True prayer and sacrifice are intended to bring the mind 
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and the will of the human being in to harmony with the great universal purpose of God’ 
(Radhakrishnan, 1992:506)86.  The theory of rebirth can be found in the dialogue of Nachiketa with 
Yama. Human life is transitory like that of vegetation which springs up, grows, decay, death and rebirth 
or rejuvenation again. The unity of all life points to similar course being followed by humans.  
Nachiketa is given three boons by Yama who promises him all wealth and all pleasurable things in life 
but Nachiketa insists that he is interested only in the Atmavidya -the knowledge of the Self.   Yama 
finally agrees and tells the secret. The sreya (good) and the preya (pleasant). ‘The highest good of man 
is not pleasure but moral goodness…the wise chooses the good in preference to the pleasant’ 
(Radhakrishnan, 1992:607,608)87.  A worldly being typically runs after materialism and life swings like 
a pendulum, happiness, sorrow, neutrality and back.  To attain complete poise, it is important to focus 
on the real or the transcendental or spiritual wisdom, but this requires purity of heart.  By refusing the 
temptations of the material world offered by Yama, Nachiketa demonstrates that his thirst and hunger 
is only for the eternal.  Yama highlights the significance of the mystic word aum.   The immortality of 
the Self is emphasized like the Bhagvad Gita.  When an individual realises that beyond the nama and 
rupa (name and form) is the real Self which is unborn, eternal and indestructible it is then s/he acquires 
lasting peace. So, the answer to Nachiketas question is there is no death to the Self – know this. 
Consequently, the wise man should not grieve by the destruction of the body -only an outer cover. 
The thought line of this Upanishad one finds carried forward in the Gita. The Upanishad compares 
body to a chariot, buddhi the driver, senses the horses and mind the rein.  Using intellect control the 
mind and rein in senses.  The Upanishad calls for the control not suppression of the senses. The Self is 
of the size of a thumb and resides in the middle of the body. The Upanishad describes the world-tree 
rooted in the Brahman.  The tree of life has unseen roots in the Brahman.  One can become immortal 
only when all desires residing in human heart are cast off.     
 
2.5.8 Tattariya 
 
The Upanishad has three parts.  The first part Siksa-valli includes the advice that a teacher gives to the 
disciple about right conduct post his Vedic studies. The second part, Brahmanda-valli, describes 
Brahma and the course of its evolution.  The order of creation is described.  Brahman is described as 
bliss.  There is also an inquiry concerning bliss. The third Bhrgu-valli, undertakes the investigation of 
the Brahman. It equates Brahman with matter, life, mind, intelligence and bliss. It also describes the 
importance of food, earth, water and ether.  
 
2.5.9 Aitariya 
 
 The central message of this Upanishad is the unity of Atman and Paramatman.  It describes the 
creation of the cosmic person. The relation between the cosmic power and the human persons is 
described. The secret of birth and how the Self enters the body has been described. Interestingly, the 
Upanishad describes the biology of humans and how life is created.  The embryo is formed by the 
union of a man and woman (first birth), the Upanishad notes and advises that the pregnant woman 
should be nourished. The nourishing that she does is the second birth and when the man finally 
departs after doing his work here that is his third birth.  
 
2.5.10 Prasna 
 
The Upanishad contains six fundamental question which are mainly metaphysical in nature.  The first 
question is how life began. The answer is the union between the riya (matter or feminine) and prana 
(spirit or masculine) which were created by Prajapati led to the creation of life. To the second question, 
what is a living being, the answer is it consists of five gross elements, five senses and five organs of 
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actions. Prana is considered the most essential part for life. The next question is what the nature of a 
man and the answer is: from the Atman life begins. The Atma then empowers other bodily functions. 
The Upanishad does recognise the value of married life. ‘Brahmacarya or chastity is not sexual 
abstinence but sex control. With all their exaltation of celibacy the Upanishads recognise the value of 
married life’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:655)88. The fourth set of questions, among others, is who is that 
sleeps in a man and who is that who becomes happy? The answer is when everything circles in to the 
mind then the person doesn’t see, doesn’t hear etc or stated simply he sleeps. When the Atman is in 
a state of calm then happiness is established. The fifth set of questions is about meditation. The 
answer is one who meditates on the syllable aum becomes one with the light. The last or the sixth 
question is about a person with sixteen parts.  The answer is every human being is in the image of the 
Prajapati (shodashin) and is in sixteen parts. Furthermore, just as a river loses its form and name as it 
merges with the ocean similarly when the individual merges with the Supreme Purusha it loses all the 
sixteen parts.  
 
2.5.11 Svetaswatara 
 
This Upanishad declares Shiva to be the creator, preserver and destroyer. The Upanishad discusses 
issues such as the ultimate cause, the divine wheel, and god world and man (‘this universe which 
consists of a combination of the perishable and the imperishable, the manifest and the unmanifest’89). 
It also discusses the process of meditation, the realisation, the parable of the two birds, the avenue of 
peace, the hidden truth and such other issues.  
 
3 Relevance of the Shrutis for modern society 

What relevance do these ancient scriptures of the Hindus hold for the present society? I examine this 

in the following paragraphs: 

3.1 The caste system 

The first mention of the caste system anytime in the scriptures is to be found in the Purushsukta of 

the Rig Veda. Purushasukta (10.090.11 and 12) asserts: ‘When they divided the purusha how many 

portions did they make? What did they call his mouth, his arms? What did they call his thighs and 

feet? The Brahman was his mouth, of his both arms the Rajanya made, His thighs became the 

Vaishyas, from his feet the Sudra was produced (Griffith, 1896:)90. Accordingly, one can see that the 

Varna’s were just labels given to the body parts of the same Purusha.  As they were just the 

designations of the different parts of the Purusha, the question of inequality therein is irrelevant.  The 

Brihad-aranyaka Upanishad notes that ‘at the beginning there was only one caste or class, the 

Brahmana differentiations were not’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:169)91. Consequently, it may not be wrong 

to surmise that this merit-based system got corrupted down the track.  But this is an issue that needs 

a separate paper. 

‘Vedic period had a total of five castes: Brahmin, Kshatriya, Vaishya, Shudra and Nishada. It was a 

categorisation according to the capacities and aptitudes of the individual and similar features can be 

seen in the Iranian literature as well as in the Indo-European nations (Raja, 2006)92.  Altekar (2006:225) 

notes ‘there is, however, hardly any evidence to show that these three principal classes [brahmana, 

kshatriya, and Vaishya] had become hereditary’.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
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Migration from one caste to the other has been reported from the Vedic period and the system was 

not set in stone as it happened in subsequent years. Kshatriyas such as Vishwamitra, for example, 

became Brahmins. Though originally envisaged as merit-based classes or categories (Varna system) in 

the scriptures as Ambedkar (1916)93 notes ‘that classes have become Castes through imitation and 

excommunication’.  

Accordingly, one can conclude that there was no birth-based [inheritance-based] but worth-based 

classification system during the Vedic period and that meritocracy was the norm. Interestingly, the 

Brihad-aranyaka Upanishad asserts that in the beginning ‘there was only one caste or class, the 

Brahmana: differentiations were not’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:169)94. 

3.2 Status of women 

During the Vedic period women enjoyed equal status with the men. Raja (2006) notes a ‘complete 

equality between men and women is found in all parts of Vedic literature, from Samhitas to the 

Upanishads’.  Not only the gods and goddesses but some of the Vedic poets were women.  

Furthermore, there is no mention of child marriage anywhere in the Vedas.  The Manu Smriti (Ch. 

IX.90) specifically indicates that let the girl wait for three years after she becomes marriageable 

(attains puberty), but after that let her choose a bridegroom as appropriate (Buhler, 1886)95. 

Accordingly, the choice is given to the girl.  Many women were Rishis (called Rishikas). They include 

Gargi, Maitreyi, Lopmudra and others.  Prem (2017)96 has well summarised the status of women in the 

Vedic period. Many goddesses are women starting from the Usha (the dawn), Saraswati, Laxmi, Durga 

and others.  Parvati becomes the guru of Shiva. “When Parvati asks the questions and Shiva answers 

them the treatise is called an Agama; when Siva asks the question and Parvati answers them the 

treatise is called a Nigama (Bernard, 1947:14)97. 

3.3 Focus on spiritualism NOT proselytization 

In some faiths there is an injunction to the adherents to convert others to their faith.  In such faiths 

the assumption is their God gave monopoly distribution rights of his message to a person called the 

Prophet to spread Gods message.  One wonders why God was so discriminatory. Hindu scriptures 

don’t take such divisive outlook. Every individual is free to explore and connect with the divine in his 

own way.  Hindus don’t have a Prophet, they have Gurus who are teachers, the teach some basic 

spiritual stuff and thereafter the pupil is on his own.  This is like present education system where the 

teacher will teach say basic physics but thereafter the student explores and researches in her own 

way. The focus of Hindu scriptures is the emancipation of the entire humanity from the limited 

personal world in which they are caught and to raise their thinking to the cosmic consciousness. 

Accordingly, our scriptures don’t engage in blame-game and myopic world view of pushing their world 

view but exhort an individual to apply critical thinking and find her/his own way towards divinity.  

Accordingly, Hinduism shows the way to end inter-religious strife which is the handywork of 

proselytizing faiths.  Adopting such liberal attitude shows the maturity of Hindu scriptures vis-à-vis the 

faiths that have yet to fully develop the cosmic perspective and are only engaged in market share 

capturing gimmicks.  
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3.4 Ethical (including work ethics) message 

The Isha Upanishad highlights certain ethical values to be imbibed. These include (a)  don’t covet what 

belongs to others (b) enjoy what is your lot, don’t seek more than what is given (c) don’t be greedy (d) 

everything you have is given by the Lord, having a craving for wealth means one is yet to open up to 

the supreme consciousness (e ) don’t claim ownership of anything because the only true owner is the 

only the Lord (f) do your duty assuming you are going to live for 100 years (g) perform work (duty) as 

service to the Lord in which case it will not bind you and (h) true happiness can be found when one 

sees in all beings in his own Self and his own Self in all beings. Furthermore, in the Taittariya Upanishad 

after Veda teachings is over the guru advises the student to (a) speak the truth (b) practice virtue (c) 

don’t neglect welfare (d) don’t neglect prosperity and (e) don’t neglect duties (f) don’t neglect law (g) 

don’t neglect health (h) don’t neglect wealth (i) treat your mother like god (j) treat your father like god 

(k) treat your guru like god (l) treat your guest like god (m) practice the deeds that are blameless 

(Olivelle, 1996)98. If you are in doubt how to conduct yourself behave yourself as the Brahamna will. 

The Brahamana have ‘tenderness of sentiment and enlightened conscience [which] should be our 

standard’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:539)99. 

The Isha Upanishad tells us that work should be performed as a worship to the Lord and accordingly 
when the individual acts with the cosmic purpose in mind, the act doesn’t bind her.  The gist of this 
Upanishad is the unity between the empirical world and the transcendental world. It also underlines 
that work must be performed as normal keeping contemplative Self alongside.  
 

3.5 Becoming immortal 

The Katha Upanishad tells us that by overcoming desires and focussing on the Self can one become 

immortal and realise the Supreme.  So long as our senses are motivated outwardly, it is difficult to find 

poise.  It is important to bring the mind and the will in harmony with the universal purpose of God 

(Radhakrishnan, 1992)100.  Understanding the Self (Atmajnana) can make one immortal. When such a 

realisation takes place, one doesn’t grieve on death since only the body is cast off.  

3.6 Highest good 

The God of Death (Yama) tells Nachiketa, the highest good of a man is not pleasure but moral goodness 

(Radhakrishnan, 1992)101.  Before one can realise the Self, purity of the heart is essential. For control 

of the senses, the parable of the chariot is given in the Katha Upanishad. The intellect should be used 

to control the mind and through it the senses.  

3.7 Standing up for justice 

It is interesting to note that even in that age, the Brihad-aranyaka Upanishad shows concern for justice 

and stands by the weak. ‘There is nothing higher than justice. So, a weak man hopes (to defeat) a 

strong man by means of justice as one does through a king’ (Radhakrishnan, 1992:170)102.  The 

Upanishad asserts that death and disease are to be considered as tapasya (penance). 

3.8 Overcoming the fear of death 
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One can overcome the fear of death when one doesn’t associate the Self with the body.  The body is 
perishable, but the Self is immortal the Katha Upanishad tells us.  ‘One becomes freed from the jaws 
of death by knowing That which is soundless, touchless, colourless, undiminishing, and also tasteless, 
eternal, odourless, without beginning and without end, distinct from Mahat, and ever constant’ (PB, 
2011:711)103. Similarly, the Svetashwatara Upanishad asserts “His form does not exist within the range 
of vision; nobody sees this One with the eye. Those who thus know this One as existing in the heart, 
through a pure intellect and mind, they become immortal” (PB, 2011:711)104. 
 
3.9 The secret of happiness 
 
The central aim of Hinduism is realisation of the divinity within.  “Know Thy Self’ is the take-away from 
Hinduism. In Chandogya Upanishad, Svetaketu asks his father ‘What is that by knowing which all can 
be known?’ The father replies ‘By knowing yourself’. ‘You are that’ divinity Svetketu (Max Muller, 
2014:183)105. 
 
4, Conclusion 
 
The Shrutis provide the template for the subsequent development of Hindu thought. The 

metaphysical, epistemological, logical and ethical aspects discussed in this essay demonstrate how 

advanced the Vedic thought was. ‘Philosophy in India is not simply a search for spirit, it is also a critical 

analysis (anviksiki) of the data provided by perception’ (Gupta, 1999:539)106. The Shrutis offer two 

important constructs Dharma and Karma to the world philosophical thought. It is in the Upanishad 

that one finds Hindu philosophical thought fully developed. Hindu metaphysics, ethics, epistemology 

and logic, find themselves grounded in the Vedas. The Vedas adopt a very positive attitude towards 

life and pray for a happy life of one hundred years and beyond.  Early on Vedic people proclaimed the 

unity of gods in the form of Aditi – which is the infinite and immanent Principal. Ten principal 

Upanishads were briefly reviewed to understand the central message of each.  There are several take-

aways for modern man and modern society from these ancient scriptures.  

 
 

                                                           
103 [PB] Prabuddha Bharat, vol. 116, no. 12 Advait Ashram, Kolkata 
104 [PB] Prabuddha Bharat, vol. 116, no. 12 Advait Ashram, Kolkata 
105 Max Muller (1899) The Six systems of Indian Philosophy, Forgotten Books 2014, London. 
106 Gupta, B. (1999) The contemporary Indian situation, in (ed.Deutsch and Bontekoe) A companion to world 
philosophies, Blackwell, USA. 


