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It has been interesting to note how Mayi traversing a long
path through the Vedic age finally became a full-fledged concept in
Sankara’s system. From the Rgvedic mantras till §ankara, mayihas been
given different connotations *but Sankara’s treatment of the concept has
set many rethinking on the status of the concept seriously.

In Sankara’s system, maya stands for spatio - temporal
reality. Since spatio - temporal reality is only an aspect of reality, it could
not be assigned the eternal existence and hence in that context maya
came to be known as ‘mithyd’, An etemal existence to my, Sankara felt,
would bring i duality along with the eternal existence of Brahman which
hurts his monism, Therefore, it was not possible to attribute maya with a
positive existence, But it is also not fair to assign a negative existance to
maya since, it is temporally true, In this sense, the term ‘mithy* used for
miyiby Sankara, means the temporal truth or an apparent truth.

This is clear in the discussion concerning ‘adhyasa in
Brahmasitra’. As temporal truth falls short to account for ultimate truth,
mdyiin the context of ultimate truth has no reality acoording to Sankara,
“mayZ matramidam dvaitamadvaitam paramarthatah.” Mayi as it stands
for the world of senses and lies within man’s comprehension, cannot
define reality. Lest it itself be taken as the concept of reality Sankara
objects to a positive existence for my.

That the denial of maya in the context of knowing ultimate
truth is a necessary postulate in Sankara’s system is quite evident from
the above. Whether on the contrary the acceptance of mayé in the same
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context really causes an embarrassment deserves examination.
Symbolically miy# phesents the world with distinctions or as §ankara
calls them *bheda buddhi’ which accoeding to him sees reality in a distosted
way. Hence it becomes the reality as it appears and not as it is. Sankara
vehemently argues that appearance is not reality since it hides the true
nature of reality.

* But what is ‘behind’ appearance? If “behind’ appearance
lies the reality, then appearance is reflecting reality or presenting reality.
There could not be a ‘behind’ or ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ of reality. If my
image is reflected in the mirror it does not in any way mean that behind
the reflection or appearance it is not me but someone else. My image in
the mirror reflects me alone. Or, when it is said that a certain man is
‘virtuous’, any particular act of his in a specific time and space does not
make him 50, but his behaviour through a series of acts only can define
him as virtuous. His acts in totality thus defind him more really which if

The problem of appearance or miyi as non reality in the context
- of ultimate reality is as embarrassing as the latter part of the above
example. ‘Appearance or miyd as noa-reality in the context of ubtimate
 reality is as embarrassing as the latter part of the above example.
‘ Appearances’ should be understood to express reality equally truelly.
Then the question would be - Is the sum total of a few appearances or
* manifestations the reality? Certainly, reality could not be viewed thus, In
fact the ‘appearances’ are as infinite as the concept of reality. When
through a ‘particular ‘appearance’ reality is said to be manifesting itself, it
does so by becoming the very ‘structure of that appearance’ it happens
to be the very constituent of the ‘appearance’ and in that context ceases
to be an ‘appearance’ as such. The dualism of appearance and reality
_ In case, it is one and the only ‘appearance’ then the question
arises, what after that. Since, reality does not exhaust itself after this
single appearance, and since there is no end to the series of appearances
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at any time, there is no question of “transcending’ them and reaching the
realilyRealityisinhelentinﬂme appearances’. It can be known through
SO called appearances Anandagiri had said “Vrttimad-
KATANOPE hitatventama jﬁit;tvam,msvmah?”(ﬂmﬁmbm
ﬂ:ewbjeawhenmsoelawdmﬂlamhkmna) Antabkarana here stands
for appearance. Brhadiranyaka says “Tad aiksata, bahusyam prajayeti”
(the self thought, let me be many) ‘many’ which stands for appearances
isnot used in the sease of ‘other’ or ‘something different’ but refers to
rality itseif. The manifold appearances of the self are reality itself, it is not
opposed to reality, the two terms are synonymous.
Sankara’s classification of ‘Vyivahirika satya’ and

‘paramarthika satya’ was to account for mayi as practical or apparent
truth and Brahman as the ultimate truth respectively. Now this dualism
gets dissolved once it is made clear that apparent truth and the uitimate
truth are one and the same, Sankara must have been aware of it. But he
was also aware that human mind has inherent limitations, I is inclined to
bhedabuddhi and hence, arose the occasion for this paradigm where he
had to describe mayaasboth ‘sat’ and ‘asat’ and therefore, ‘anirvacani ya’.

For Sankara there was no way other than this, since, “you
cannot explain the sea to a frog in a well, the creature of a narrow
sphere....” Similar was the idea when Sankara said “Brahma Satyam
Jagat Mithya ° or when he said that one should transcend these
appearances and reach Brahman, The Upanisad also declares in the same
way:

“Hirapmayena patrena satyasyapihitam mukham tat tvam
pisan apavmu satyadharmya drstaye pisannekage yama sirya prajspatya
vytha rasmi n samiiha tejah yatte riipam kalyanatamam tatte pasyi mi yo
sarvesu purusah sohamasmi.”

(The fact of truth is covered with a golden disc. Unveil it, O
piisan, so that I who love the truth may suit. O piisan, the sole seer, O
controller, O sun, offspring of praja pati, spread forth your rays, and
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gather up your radiant light that I may behold you of loveliest form.
whosoever is that person (younder) that also am I).

Here the term ‘golden disc’ (Hiranmayena patrena) does
not describe an ‘appearance’ which is hiding the reality but describes
one and same reality itself. This is emphasised at the last part of the
hymn, - ‘yo’ savapsu purus ah so hamasmi’, The prayer is to enable man
to ‘see’ the reality which otherwise cannot be seen by man because of

In this context Sankara’s usage of the Srutivakya ‘Aham
brahmasmi’ is the most noteworthy, which shows that the so called
‘appearance’ no more haunts reality. Itis reality itself. Ifit is taken as
‘appearance’ and reality, then it would be meaningless. Sankara says:
“aham brahmasmi tyevamadinim vikyinam brahmatmaikatvavastu
pratipadanaparah padasamanvayah pidayeta”

Then it would imply that if the ‘appearances’ were not to
be there it would still signify the reality in the same way as it did so with
the ‘appearances’. Therefore, it is neither the ‘appearances’ nor the
absence of “appearances’ that either define or hide the reality.

Notes & References:

*For maya and its different interpretations, please vide Ruth Reyna’s
“The concept of maya from the Vedas to the 20th Century.
**Yusmadasmatpratyayagocarayoh visayavisayinostamahprakas
avadviruddhasvabhavayoritaretarabhavanupapattau siddhayam
taddharmanamapi sutarimitaretarabhavanupapattirityatosmatp
ratyayagocare visayini ciditmake yus matpratyayagocarasya visayasya
taddharmanam cadhyasah, tadviparyayena visayinastaddharmanam
ca visayedhyiso mithyeti bhavitum yuktam - Brahma SutraSankara
bhasya L. Introduction
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