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Philosophy of the Vedas (Tattva-vastu Darshan)

- Dr. Snehansu Mandal
[Ph.D., lIT Kanpur]

According to the Vedas, reality is one. But it manifests to the observer at different
levels as per the qualification of the observer. The outlook of the Vedas is called non-
materialism (astikata, Chetan-vastu-vada) and the outlook which negates non-materialism
is called materialism (nastikata, Jada-vastu-vada). Those who accept materialism are called
nastikas and those who accept non-materialism are called astikas.

Vedas accept three levels of reality. One is the gross, external, physical world.
This gross physical world is constituted of kshiti, apah, tejah, marut, vyom, which are five
fundamentally different types of gross matter. Smell, taste, colour, touch and ethereal
sound are their respective fundamental characters. They are brought to the living entities
by the five external sense organs namely nose, tongue, eye, skin and ear respectively. But
kshiti, apah, tejah, marut, vyom are not necessarily strictly identical to earth, water, fire,
air and ether respectively. These external sense organs remain inactive during sleep.
Therefore, during sleep, the external physical world becomes unmanifest.

The second level is the subtle material world, which is manifested through the internal
sense organ called the antahkarana. This world is not available via the external sense
organs. This antahkarana has three fundamentally different characters or features, namely
ahamkara (material identification), buddhi (material intelligence) and manas (material mind).
The function or character of ahamkara is to identify oneself with matter, both gross and
subtle for example, material body, material mind and material intelligence. The function of
manas is to present the living entities with continuous material pictures. The function of
buddhi is to discriminate by providing a frame of reference for accepting and rejecting what
is provided by the mind. The perceptions at these two levels are through the instruments of
the sense organs and are, therefore, indirect (paroksha anubhuti) in nature.

Dreaming state and the state of deep sleep are the two states of sleep. The
antahkarana remains active when the jivas are physically awake as well as when they
are in the state of dream and remains inactive only during deep sleep. Thus, the subtle
material world remains manifest when jivas are physically awake as well as when they
are in the dreaming state and vanishes completely in the state of deep sleep.

The third level of reality is the non-material reality. Non-matter (chetan padartha),
both infinite as well as infinitesimal, sustains this non-material world, which is not available
either by external or by internal material sense organs. Non-material world is graspable
by a person, called ‘tattva-drasta’, the seer of tattva-vastu (absolute truth), who is free
from all the material defects, namely Bhrama, Pramada, Vipralipsa & Karanapatava, who
is free from all material desires and attachments, only in the state of ‘Samadhi’ (aparoksha
anubhuti), when the curtain or the instrument of both the external as well as the internal
sense organs are completely removed from the vision of the person concerned, when the



person directly sees the reality without any instrument or means or curtain in between.
This is direct presentation of reality (tattva-vastu). Here, the reality is never re-presented
or reflected in the mirror of the sense organs, made of inert matter.

Both the material realities are dependent upon this non-material reality for their
manifestation, existence and sustenance. But the non-material reality is independent
of material reality in all aspects. This non-material world is the reservoir of all non-
material qualities devoid of kapatata (hypocrisy). All the non-material characters of this
non-material world are reflected to the material world through the curtain of kapatata in
an implicit manner in the sense that those characters are not observable directly by any
of the sense organs, explicitly. The non-material character follows indirectly through
logic. Knowledge, activity, feeling etc., in their pure forms, are all inseparable qualities
of non-matter (chetan padartha). Non-matter does not have any secondary or tertiary
qualities. All qualities, characters are inseparable ingredient themselves.

All these three levels of reality have ontological existence. They are not models.

One category of nastikas accepts only the first level of reality and reject both the
second level as well as the third level of realities. A second category of nastikas accepts
both first and second levels of material reality with second being independent of the first
one, while the first being dependent on the second one. They reject only the non-material
reality. Astikas accept all three levels of reality with the third level being independent of
the first two. This accepting or rejecting of realities is from the point of view of ontological
existence.

Gross and subtle matter, represented through the sense organs, basically constitutes
a curtain with all the material characters originating from this curtain. The basic character
of this curtain is ‘kapatata’ (hypocrisy). Side by side, the basic character of the non-mate-
rial world is ‘niskapatata’ (freedom from hypocrisy). Through this curtain, show of this
material world takes place.

The position of the jivas is marginal (tatastha). They can choose either to remain and
continue in this material world with kapatata as its basic requirement and continue to
embrace materialism, or when given a choice, the jivas can opt for the non-material world
with niskapatata as its basic requirement for their field of activity. Thus, though this hypocrisy is
not a basic ingredient or character of the living entities (the jivas), the jivas had attached
themselves and had identified themselves falsely with this basic material character, and
thus, had been involved in materialism from a time, which has no beginning. This is at the
root of materialism. This basic material character manifests itself in three varieties, namely
sattva, rajas and tamas. Attachment to this basic character is the cause of bondage. And
it pulls one away from ‘Absolute Truth’. This kapatata, the basic material character, in the
form of sattva, rajas and tamas, provides the platform for the functioning of all the sense
organs, and thus, the material world, in both the gross and subtle forms, manifests. In this
world of matter, everything is implicit and nothing is explicit, because the curtain of
hypocrisy intervenes. From the perspective of maya, a potency of non-matter dealing with



the affairs of the material world, matter has two basic features. One feature covers the
living entities from seeing the truth and the other feature gives a false, distorted picture
of reality in the form of the gross and subtle material world. This is necessary to fulfill
the desire of the jivas. The extent to which the curtain of maya (matter), along with its
covering as well as false, distorted character, remains, is controlled by the non-material
reality depending upon the desire and qualification of the jivas.

Matter (jada padartha) is inert, unconscious (devoid of chetana) devoid of knowledge,
activity and feeling. Matter cannot act by itself. It is dependent upon non-matter for knowledge
and activity. Reality is one without a beginning, without an end, though there are varieties
without any contradiction, without any duality, and varieties can be reconciled and brought
to convergence by accepting non-materialism (niskapatata). Duality, contradiction, divergence,
violence etc., are all characters of matter rooted in kapatata only. They all remain as long
as one remains in materialism by the way of continuing to accept kapatata. As soon as the
jiva leaves kapatata, the curtain of falsity also leaves the jiva, and consequently, the non-
material world gradually dawns with all its characters.

Materialism creates problems without solving, because problems, duality, falsity etc.
are its very ingredient, sustenance. Materialism is dialectical in character (dvandvamulaka-
vastu vada). Non-materialism solves problems of this material world instead of creating
them. It uses matter through proper knowledge, so that the degrading power of matter
evaporates, whereas materialism uses matter improperly, because of false knowledge and
invites problems. Matter is not the source of problem, but the improper use of matter, rooted
in the intention of materialism and not in the external work itself, is really the root problem.
In non-materialism, there is no place for contradiction, hypocrisy, jealousy, divide-and-rule
etc. Here, judgment, decision, conclusion is based upon intention and not on the external
activity itself. Reality has its own fundamental character, flavour which is neither good nor
bad. Non-materialism of the Vedas is based on Samadhi, a direct vision of the reality, and not on
an initial assumption or dogma or faith. Dogma or blind faith has no place in non-materialism.
In the non-material world, everything is true and explicit, clear like a crystal, because the
obstacle, curtain of hypocrisy is absent. In the material world, because of the curtain of
hypocrisy, everything is false, distorted, hidden behind the curtain.

Since the non-material reality is not observable by any of the material sense organs,
it is made available through the body of knowledge called the Vedas. The vedic literatures
are handed over by the seers of truth who see them in the state of Samadhi. These vedic
literatures, in different forms, are carried through ‘srouta parampara’ (chain of succession
of seers of truth in vedic tradition) in this physical world. Vedic literature talk about the
non-material reality and also provides the means to attain it. Any one and every one,
independent of their cast, creed and material qualification, can accept the vedic or the
non-material way and reach the non-material reality only through Guru. Guru, being a
member of the ‘Srouta parampara’, can bring forth this non-material reality to the disciple.
The only qualification needed for this purpose is to have sraddha in Guru.



