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Abstract: The Sanskrit philosophical tradition of India has developed a rich and sophisticated discourse 

concerning the nature of the Self, the origin of bondage, the possibility of liberation, and the ultimate reality 

underlying phenomenal existence. Within this intellectual tradition, Advaita Vedānta occupies a distinctive 

position through its insistence upon the non-duality of the Self and Brahman. The unpublished 

Adhyātmavidyopadeśa (AVU), a Sanskrit text traditionally attributed to Śaṅkarācārya, represents a significant yet 

comparatively unexplored source for understanding this Advaitic orientation. The present study examines three 

interconnected philosophical themes of the text—Jñāna (Knowledge), Mokṣa (Liberation), and Brahman (the 

Highest Self)—and considers their relationship within the broader framework of Advaita Vedānta. The text 

presents ignorance (avidyā) as the fundamental cause of bondage and knowledge (jñāna) as the means through 

which erroneous identification with the body, mind, and senses is removed. Liberation is consequently understood 

not as the production of a new state but as the recognition of the Self’s ever-free nature. The AVU also emphasizes 

the pedagogical importance of śravaṇa, manana, and nididhyāsana, as well as the indispensable role of the guru 

in the transmission of Self-knowledge. Its treatment of Brahman as the non-dual Highest Self establishes the 

metaphysical foundation of its soteriology. The study further considers the manuscript’s multiple titles, dialogic 

structure, traditional attribution, and manuscript characteristics. It argues that the AVU deserves sustained textual, 

philosophical, palaeographical, and codicological investigation and that a critical edition would significantly 

contribute to the study of Sanskrit Advaita literature. 
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1. Introduction: The Enduring Quest for Self-Knowledge 

The search for knowledge concerning the nature of the Self and ultimate reality constitutes one of the most 

enduring concerns of Indian philosophical thought. From the Upaniṣadic inquiry into the nature of Ātman and 

Brahman to the systematic formulations of later Vedānta, Indian philosophical literature repeatedly addresses the 

fundamental questions of human existence: Who am I? What is the ultimate reality? What is the source of 

bondage? And how can liberation be attained? Advaita Vedānta develops these questions within a comprehensive 

non-dualistic framework, maintaining that the apparent distinction between the individual self and ultimate reality 

arises from ignorance and that liberation is attained through the realization of their essential identity. 

The Adhyātmavidyopadeśa (AVU) belongs to this broad intellectual and spiritual context. It is an unpublished 

Sanskrit work preserved in manuscript form and traditionally attributed to Śaṅkarācārya. The text is concerned 

with adhyātma-vidyā, the knowledge of the Self, and adopts a pedagogical orientation in which philosophical 

instruction is presented through a teacher–disciple framework. The manuscript tradition described in the source 

material indicates that the work was intended particularly for those who experience the difficulties of worldly 

existence and seek a path towards liberation. 
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The central philosophical concerns of the AVU may be organized around three closely related concepts: jñāna, 

mokṣa, and Brahman. These are not treated as isolated doctrinal subjects. Rather, they constitute successive 

dimensions of one Advaitic vision. Avidyā causes the individual to misunderstand the nature of the Self; this 

misunderstanding produces identification with the body, mind, senses, and other limited conditions; such 

identification generates bondage within saṃsāra. Knowledge removes this fundamental ignorance, and liberation 

follows as the recognition of the Self’s intrinsic freedom. Brahman, understood as the non-dual Highest Self, 

constitutes the ultimate reality revealed through this knowledge. 

The present study therefore examines the AVU not simply as a philosophical exposition but as a text situated at 

the intersection of metaphysics, epistemology, and spiritual practice. Particular attention is given to the nature of 

jñāna, the operation of avidyā, the means of attaining Self-knowledge, the nature of mokṣa, and the conception of 

Brahman. The study also considers the textual identity and pedagogical character of the manuscript and indicates 

areas requiring further scholarly investigation. 

2. The Text, Its Names, Manuscript Tradition, and Pedagogical Character 

One of the important features of the Adhyātmavidyopadeśa is the existence of multiple names associated with the 

text. According to the material presented in the manuscript study, Aufrecht’s Catalogus Catalogorum identifies a 

work associated with the Ātmabodha and traditionally attributed to Śaṅkarācārya. The work is also associated 

with the titles Adhyātmavidyopadeśavidhi and Saṃkṣipta-Vedāntaśāstraprakriyā. It has further been identified 

with Ajñānabodhinī. The multiplicity of these titles is itself significant because it reflects the complex manner in 

which Sanskrit philosophical texts circulated, were catalogued, and were transmitted within manuscript traditions. 

The manuscript described in the source consists of approximately forty-six folios, with around seven to eight lines 

on each folio, and is written in Sanskrit using the Devanāgarī script. Its colophon traditionally connects the text 

with Śaṅkarācārya and Govindabhagavatpāda. The work is also associated with the designation 

Paramahaṃsaparivrājakācārya, a title carrying strong associations with renunciation and the Advaitic spiritual 

tradition. The manuscript material further contains terminology connected with the orientation of consciousness 

away from externality and towards the inner Self. 

The traditional attribution to Śaṅkarācārya, however, requires careful scholarly treatment. A manuscript colophon 

or catalogue attribution provides important evidence concerning the history of transmission, but traditional 

attribution and historically established authorship are not necessarily identical. A definitive assessment would 

require detailed palaeographical, codicological, and textual comparison with works securely attributed to 

Śaṅkarācārya and other Advaita authors. Accordingly, the present study uses the formulation “traditionally 

attributed to Śaṅkarācārya” rather than treating the attribution as conclusively established. 

The dialogic character of the AVU is another important feature. The text adopts the traditional guru–śiṣya mode 

of philosophical instruction in which knowledge is transmitted through systematic questioning, explanation, 

clarification, and contemplation. This structure is particularly appropriate to Advaita Vedānta because the 

knowledge being communicated is not merely information about an external object. It concerns the very subject 

who seeks knowledge. The teacher therefore does not simply provide doctrinal propositions but guides the disciple 

towards recognition of the Self. 

The pedagogical structure also situates the AVU within the wider Upaniṣadic and Vedāntic tradition. Its 

philosophical orientation is connected with the Upaniṣads, the Brahmasūtras, Śaṅkarācārya, and subsequent 

Advaita teachers. The work may therefore be understood as belonging to a textual environment in which scriptural 

revelation, rational reflection, and contemplative realization operate together. 
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3. Knowledge (Jñāna) as the Means of Awakening 

3.1 Knowledge as Direct Realization 

The concept of jñāna occupies a central position in the AVU. Knowledge is not presented merely as intellectual 

accumulation, mastery of terminology, or theoretical understanding. Rather, it is associated with the direct 

recognition of the true nature of the Self. This distinction is fundamental to Advaita Vedānta. Information about 

the Self is not itself liberation; what is required is the removal of ignorance concerning the Self. 

The distinction between vidyā and avidyā provides the conceptual basis for this understanding. Avidyā is not 

simply absence of information. It is a fundamental misapprehension of reality through which the Self is confused 

with that which is not-Self. Vidyā, by contrast, reveals what is already the case. The Self is not produced by 

knowledge, nor does knowledge transform the Self into something new. Knowledge removes the error that 

conceals its true nature. 

The AVU’s treatment of knowledge may therefore be understood through the Advaitic principle that liberation 

depends upon the removal of ignorance. Just as the appearance of an object in dim light may be misunderstood 

and correct perception removes the error without creating a new object, Self-knowledge removes mistaken 

identification without producing a newly liberated Self. 

This conception gives jñāna an ontological and soteriological significance. It is knowledge of the knower rather 

than knowledge of an external object. The Self is self-luminous and does not require another consciousness to 

make it known. What is required is the removal of superimposition and misunderstanding. 

3.2 Avidyā and the Problem of Misidentification 

The AVU explains bondage through the operation of avidyā. The individual ordinarily identifies the Self with the 

body, mind, senses, and other empirical characteristics. Statements such as “I am the body,” “I am the doer,” or 

“I am the experiencer” exemplify forms of identification through which the pure Self appears to become limited. 

The text’s discussion of the layers or kośas of embodied existence further illustrates this problem. The physical 

body and progressively subtler dimensions of individual existence are treated as objects of discrimination. The 

seeker is required to distinguish the Self from these coverings rather than continuing to regard them as identical 

with consciousness itself. 

The manuscript material also preserves a traditional description of the body in terms of its physical constitution. 

Such descriptions serve a philosophical purpose: they encourage the aspirant to recognize the body as an object 

of observation rather than as the ultimate identity of the Self. Once the body is seen as something known, it 

becomes possible to ask who or what the knower is. 

The removal of avidyā consequently involves a process of discrimination. The seeker gradually recognizes that 

the changing body cannot be the eternal Self, that mental modifications cannot constitute the witnessing 

consciousness, and that the senses and their objects belong to the empirical domain. The Self is the consciousness 

by which these changing conditions are known. 

This process does not amount to the destruction of the empirical personality in an ordinary physical sense. Rather, 

it involves a transformation in understanding. The individual continues to function within empirical existence, but 

the erroneous identification that produced bondage is removed through knowledge. 
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4. The Threefold Discipline: Śravaṇa, Manana, and Nididhyāsana 

The AVU’s treatment of knowledge is inseparable from the traditional Advaitic discipline of śravaṇa, manana, 

and nididhyāsana. These three stages describe a progressive movement from hearing the teaching to rational 

assimilation and finally to sustained contemplative realization. 

Śravaṇa refers to attentive hearing or study of the teaching concerning Brahman and the Self. Within the guru–

śiṣya context, it signifies more than passive listening. The disciple receives the teaching from a competent teacher 

and attempts to understand its precise meaning. Since the subject matter transcends ordinary empirical 

distinctions, the guidance of the teacher becomes especially important. 

Manana represents rational reflection upon what has been heard. Philosophical doubts may arise concerning the 

identity of the Self and Brahman, the nature of the world, the relationship between consciousness and embodiment, 

or the possibility of liberation. These doubts are addressed through reasoning and reflection. In this sense, Advaita 

does not require the abandonment of rational inquiry. Rather, reasoning serves to remove intellectual obstacles to 

the understanding revealed through the Upaniṣadic teaching. 

Nididhyāsana is sustained contemplation upon the truth that has been heard and intellectually assimilated. Its 

function is to stabilize Self-knowledge and overcome deeply rooted habitual identification with the empirical 

personality. The distinction among these three disciplines therefore reflects a carefully structured pedagogical 

psychology: first the teaching is received, then doubts are resolved, and finally the truth is deeply assimilated. 

The role of the guru is central throughout this process. The teacher is not merely a transmitter of textual 

information but a guide who helps the disciple distinguish Self from non-Self. The designation 

Paramahaṃsaparivrājakācārya found in the textual tradition reinforces the association between the teaching and 

the renunciatory Advaita ideal. The symbolism of the haṃsa, traditionally associated with discrimination, also 

resonates with the philosophical requirement to distinguish the real from the apparently real. 

Thus, the AVU presents knowledge as a disciplined process rather than as a sudden intellectual conclusion. Its 

pedagogical model integrates textual study, reasoning, contemplation, and teacher-guided spiritual practice. 

5. Liberation (Mokṣa) and Freedom from Saṃsāra 

The concept of mokṣa constitutes the natural soteriological consequence of the AVU’s doctrine of knowledge. 

The text is presented as relevant to persons who experience the suffering and limitations of worldly existence and 

seek liberation from saṃsāra. In this framework, liberation is inseparably connected with the removal of 

ignorance. 

The basic causal sequence may be represented as follows: 

Avidyā → Misidentification → Bondage → Saṃsāric Experience 

and correspondingly: 

Jñāna → Removal of Avidyā → Recognition of the Self → Mokṣa 

The significance of this structure lies in the fact that Advaita does not regard bondage as an intrinsic property of 

the Self. The Self is never genuinely bound. Bondage belongs to the level of erroneous identification. The 

individual experiences limitation because consciousness is mistakenly associated with the changing body–mind 

complex. 
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Liberation therefore does not mean travelling to a distant place, acquiring an external object, or producing an 

entirely new condition. It is the recognition of what is already true: the Self is free by nature. The function of 

knowledge is to remove the ignorance that prevents this recognition. 

5.1 Jīvanmukti 

The concept of jīvanmukti, liberation while living, follows naturally from this understanding. If liberation consists 

in the removal of ignorance rather than in the destruction of the physical body, then a person may attain Self-

knowledge while continuing to live within empirical existence. 

The jīvanmukta continues to act within the empirical world, but the fundamental identification with the body and 

mind has been removed. Pleasure and pain, success and failure, and other empirical experiences may continue at 

the level of ordinary life, yet they no longer possess the same binding significance. 

The AVU’s treatment of liberation therefore reflects the Advaitic distinction between knowledge and the 

continuation of embodied existence. The body may continue due to previously accumulated causal conditions, 

traditionally discussed in terms of prārabdha karma, while the ignorance responsible for bondage has already 

been removed. 

5.2 Videhamukti 

The notion of videhamukti concerns liberation in relation to the cessation of embodied existence. In the Advaita 

framework, however, it should not be understood as the moment when the Self itself becomes liberated. The Self 

was never truly bound. Rather, the distinction refers to the cessation of the empirical embodiment associated with 

the knower of Brahman. 

This distinction reinforces one of the fundamental insights of Advaita: liberation belongs to the level of knowledge 

and recognition rather than to an actual transformation of the eternal Self. The difference between jīvanmukti and 

videhamukti therefore helps clarify the relationship between Self-knowledge, embodiment, and empirical 

existence. 

6. Brahman: The Highest Self and Ultimate Reality 

The third major theme of the AVU is Brahman, understood as the Highest Self and ultimate reality. The treatment 

of Brahman provides the metaphysical foundation for the text’s doctrine of knowledge and liberation. If the Self 

is to be recognized as free, it must be understood in relation to the non-dual reality of Brahman. 

Brahman is characterized in terms of sat-cit-ānanda—being, consciousness, and bliss. These descriptions should 

not be interpreted as three independent attributes added to Brahman. Rather, they indicate the fullness and non-

dual nature of ultimate reality. Brahman is not one object among other objects; it is the fundamental reality upon 

which all empirical distinctions depend. 

The identity of Ātman and Brahman forms the central insight of Advaita. The individual self, when understood 

apart from limiting conditions, is not ultimately separate from Brahman. The apparent difference arises because 

consciousness is identified with the body–mind complex. 

6.1 Non-Duality and Adhyāropa-Apavāda 

The AVU’s treatment of Brahman may be situated within the methodological framework of adhyāropa-apavāda. 

Adhyāropa refers to the provisional superimposition of characteristics upon the ultimate reality, while apavāda 

refers to their subsequent negation. This method allows philosophical instruction to begin from the seeker’s 

ordinary standpoint and gradually remove misconceptions. 
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The method is closely related to the Upaniṣadic strategy of neti neti—“not this, not this.” The purpose of negation 

is not to deny reality altogether but to remove the mistaken identification of Brahman with finite, conditioned 

entities. Brahman transcends all limiting descriptions while simultaneously constituting the reality of all that 

appears. 

Through such a method, the seeker moves from identification with the gross and subtle dimensions of existence 

towards recognition of pure consciousness. The philosophical process is therefore both analytical and 

transformative. 

6.2 The Mahāvākyas 

The four traditionally recognized mahāvākyas provide important formulations of the identity of Ātman and 

Brahman: 

• “Prajñānaṃ Brahma” — Consciousness is Brahman. 

• “Aham Brahmāsmi” — I am Brahman. 

• “Tat Tvam Asi” — That thou art. 

• “Ayam Ātmā Brahma” — This Self is Brahman. 

These statements operate as central formulations of Advaitic Self-knowledge. Their significance lies not simply 

in their linguistic form but in the recognition they are intended to generate. The individual is encouraged to 

understand the true meaning of “I” not as the empirical personality but as consciousness free from limiting 

identification. 

The AVU’s emphasis on Brahman therefore cannot be separated from its teaching concerning jñāna. Knowledge 

of Brahman is simultaneously knowledge of the true Self. Liberation follows when the apparent distinction 

between knower and ultimate reality is understood to arise from ignorance. 

7. Brahman and the Phenomenal World 

The Advaitic understanding of Brahman also requires an explanation of the phenomenal world. If Brahman alone 

is ultimately real, how should the world of plurality and change be understood? The AVU’s philosophical 

framework addresses this problem through the distinction between empirical and ultimate levels of reality. 

The world is not simply dismissed as non-existent. Rather, its status is understood through the concept of mithyā. 

The term indicates that phenomenal reality does not possess independent and absolute existence in the same 

manner as Brahman. The world is experienced and operates within ordinary life, yet its existence depends upon a 

more fundamental reality. 

This distinction can be expressed through the concepts of vyāvahārika-sattā and pāramārthika-sattā. The former 

concerns empirical reality—the world of ordinary transactions, distinctions, actions, and experiences. The latter 

refers to ultimate reality, in which Brahman alone is recognized as non-dual. 

The distinction between these two levels prevents Advaita from being reduced to a simplistic denial of experience. 

At the empirical level, the world remains meaningful and functional. Ethical action, social relations, learning, and 

spiritual discipline all take place within this sphere. At the ultimate level, however, all such distinctions are 

understood as dependent upon Brahman. 

The doctrine of mithyā consequently serves a crucial epistemological function. It explains why the world can be 

experienced without possessing absolute independent reality. The classic analogy of mistaking a rope for a snake 
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illustrates the structure of such experience: the snake is experienced, but its apparent existence depends upon the 

rope. Correct knowledge does not destroy the rope; it removes the erroneous superimposition of the snake. 

Similarly, Brahman is not transformed into the world through an actual alteration of its essential nature. Rather, 

the world is understood through the framework of appearance, superimposition, and dependence. This conception 

allows Advaita to preserve the transcendence and immutability of Brahman while accounting for ordinary 

experience. 

The AVU’s discussion of Brahman and the phenomenal world thus strengthens the relationship among its three 

principal themes. Avidyā produces the appearance of separateness; jñāna removes the misunderstanding; and 

mokṣa represents the freedom that follows from recognizing the non-dual reality of the Self. 

8. The Living Tradition: Guru, Manuscript, and Realization 

The significance of the Adhyātmavidyopadeśa extends beyond its doctrinal content. The manuscript represents a 

mode of philosophical transmission in which textual learning, teacher–disciple instruction, and contemplative 

realization remain closely interconnected. 

The AVU can therefore be approached as a manual of spiritual and philosophical instruction. Its importance lies 

not simply in what it says about Brahman or liberation, but also in how it organizes the path towards 

understanding. The dialogic structure places the student within a process of questioning and clarification. The 

guru represents the continuity of a knowledge tradition, while the disciple represents the aspirant who seeks to 

overcome ignorance. 

This relationship is particularly important in Advaita because the central problem is not merely lack of 

information. A person may possess considerable intellectual knowledge and yet remain attached to erroneous 

identification. The teacher therefore guides the student towards a form of understanding that must ultimately 

become direct recognition. 

The manuscript tradition itself is also worthy of attention. The source material notes the existence of handwritten 

manuscript evidence and refers to manuscript collections including the Asiatic Society, Calcutta. Such evidence 

places the AVU within the broader history of Sanskrit manuscript preservation. At the same time, the precise 

manuscript history, number of extant witnesses, textual relationships, and provenance require further investigation 

before definitive conclusions can be drawn. 

A critical edition of the AVU would consequently be of considerable value. Such an edition should ideally include 

a diplomatic transcription, normalization where appropriate, manuscript variants, palaeographical observations, 

and a critical apparatus. Comparison with related Advaita works would also help determine the textual history 

and philosophical affiliations of the work. 

Particular attention should be given to the relationship between the AVU and texts traditionally associated with 

Śaṅkarācārya. Similarities in terminology, doctrinal structure, quotations, and pedagogical method may provide 

useful evidence, but such similarities should be evaluated systematically rather than assumed to establish 

authorship. 

The study of the AVU therefore opens several interconnected avenues of research: manuscript studies, textual 

criticism, intellectual history, Advaita philosophy, and the history of Sanskrit pedagogical literature. Its 

unpublished status makes such research particularly valuable because the text may preserve material that has 

received comparatively little scholarly attention. 
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9. Conclusion 

The Adhyātmavidyopadeśa (AVU), an unpublished Sanskrit work traditionally attributed to Śaṅkarācārya, 

presents a concise yet significant exposition of central concerns of Advaita Vedānta. Its treatment of Jñāna, 

Mokṣa, and Brahman forms an interconnected philosophical framework: ignorance (avidyā) gives rise to 

mistaken identification and bondage, while knowledge (jñāna) removes this ignorance and reveals the ever-free 

nature of the Self. 

The text’s emphasis on śravaṇa, manana, and nididhyāsana, together with its guru–śiṣya pedagogical structure, 

demonstrates that Advaita is presented not merely as an intellectual doctrine but as a transformative discipline 

directed towards Self-realization. Its discussion of Brahman as the non-dual Highest Self provides the 

metaphysical foundation of liberation. 

At the same time, the AVU remains insufficiently explored from textual, historical, and philosophical 

perspectives. Its multiple titles, manuscript tradition, and traditional attribution call for further critical 

investigation, including palaeographical and codicological study, comparison with related Advaita texts, and the 

preparation of a reliable critical edition. 

Thus, the significance of the Adhyātmavidyopadeśa lies not only in its exposition of Advaita principles but also 

in the opportunity it offers for recovering and critically studying an important strand of Sanskrit philosophical 

literature. Its central insight remains that liberation is not the production of a new state, but the recognition of the 

Self as ever free and non-different from Brahman. 
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