
Lecture 3: Vivekananda and
the theory of  Maya



Spectrum of  light

 The prism is space, time and causation.
 In Vedanta, Maya is space, time and causation (desa, kala, nimitta)
 Atman is the “Light” of  Pure Consciousness; the prism 

represents the mind (maya).
 Ramakrishna referred to the Atman as the “Divine Mother”.



Atman is beyond space, time and 
causation



Reflection



The problem of  Maya



Maya and magic



Maya as ego projection:
The snake and the rope
 Gaudapada says that just as we realize upon awaking that the dream 

images were simply our imagination, so we will realize that this world 
was simply our mental projection when we “awake” to the awareness of 
Brahman.  

 “In a dark place, you see a rope, but you are not sure you are seeing a 
rope.  You think you are seeing a snake, a jet of water or some such 
thing.  All these are illusions.  There is nothing but a rope and you have 
the illusion that the rope is a snake.”

 “Because of this illusion, fear comes and a host of other images.  The 
snake has no existence independent of the rope.  Similarly, this world 
has no existence independent of Brahman.”  The relationship between 
the world we see and Brahman is the same as the relationship between 
the snake and the rope.



The BMI Chart of  Chinmayananda



Atman and Brahman

 Shankara explains that the eternal Self is the Atman 
and the universal Self is Brahman.

 “The world is bound up by the categories of space, 
time and cause.  These are not self-contained or 
self-consistent.  They point to something unalterable 
and absolute . . Brahman is different from the space-
time-cause world … The empirical world cannot 
exist by itself.  It is wholly dependent on Brahman … 
but Brahman depends on nothing.  Ignorance 
affects our whole empirical being.  It is another 
name for finitude.  To remove ignorance is to realize 
the truth.  .. While absolute truth is Brahman, 
empirical truth is not false.”



The dream and the dreamer

 The dream depends on the dreamer for its 
existence.  But the dreamer does not depend on the 
dream.  

 The dream is real as long as the dreamer is 
dreaming.  But not so when the dreamer awakes 
from the dream.  Just as there is a difference in the 
level of awareness between the dream and 
awakening, so also is the chasm between the 
waking state and the enlightened state.  

 This is Shankara’s famous mayavada, or the 
doctrine of illusion.  It is often misunderstood as the 
statement “the world is unreal.”  



Maya as the pair of  opposites



Maya as pleasure and pain



Maya is philosophical realism



Philosophy and pessimism



“Detached work” = karma yoga



Buddha’s middle path



Maya and its role in evolution



Maya as a psychological phenomenon



Kant and Vedanta



The goal is freedom from Maya



The Vedanta joke



Maya and the evolution of  the concept of  God



The evolution of  ethics and morality



Pravritti and nivritti



Maya as name (nama)  and form (rupa)



Religious freedom and social freedom



Vedanta as a method



Maya as projection from samskara



The blanket and the bear



The problem of  human bondage



Pragmatism versus realism



Religions and the problem of  maya



The idea of  a Personal God



Maya and freedom



The example of  the thorn

 If a thorn is stuck in one’s foot, we take 
another thorn and carefully remove it and 
then discard both thorns.  We don’t keep one 
as a souvenir.

 Similarly, “this doctrine of the individual self 
having its Self in Brahman … does away with 
the independent existence of the individual 
self, just as the idea of the rope does away 
with the idea of the snake (for which the rope 
has been mistaken).”



The thorn removing the thorn



Beyond the Personal God



The longest journey

 Jnana yoga leads us to bhakti yoga, the taming of 
emotional energy and giving it a higher direction.

 This brings us to the important topic of symbology which 
is both a part of karma yoga as well as bhakti yoga.

 Brahman is thought of as having qualities and this is 
referred to as saguna Brahman as opposed to nirguna 
Brahman.

 This is expanded upon in the 10th and 11th chapters of 
the Bhagavad Gita.



Religion is realisation



For transcending Maya, bhakti is essential

Having a personal relation to the object of knowledge, opens a secret door.
This is what is called “knowledge by identity”.



Knowledge by identity

 Aurobindo writes, “In reality, all experience is in its 
secret nature knowledge by identity; but its true 
character is hidden from us because we have 
separated ourselves from the rest of the world by 
exclusion, by the distinction of our self as subject 
and everything else as object, and we are 
compelled to develop processes and organs by 
which we may again enter into communion with all 
that we have excluded.  We have to replace direct 
knowledge through conscious identity by an indirect 
knowledge which appears to be caused by physical 
contact and mental sympathy.  This limitation is a 
fundamental creation of the ego.”

Ripe ego vs. unripe ego.



The underlying view of  Vedanta
 No single view or system can encompass the cosmos and 

manifold experiences of the human psyche.  It must be admitted 
that mind is in evolution.  

 Vedanta begins with the premise that there is something deeper 
than what is perceived either by the senses or the mind.  But the 
way to discover this is through the mind.  The “book” we must 
learn to read is our own mind.

 As a scientist uses the reasoning faculty combined with intuition, 
so also the seeker after knowledge must combine both.  

 Vedanta is not a system, but rather a psychic journey.  It is a 
journey of the mind.  Just as science is not a finished system but 
is evolving, so also Vedanta represents the spiritual knowledge in 
evolution.  Just as science is a method, Vedanta is a method and 
according to Vivekananda, it includes science since it takes the 
whole universe of human experience for its field of investigation.



Radhakrishnan on meditation
Knowledge by identity is what is called 
meditation.
“Meditation is the way to self-discovery.  
By it, we turn our mind homeward and 
establish contact with the creative 
center.  To know the truth, we have to 
deepen ourselves and not merely widen 
the surface.  Silence and quiet are 
necessary for the profound alternation of 
our being and they are not easy in our 
age.”
 “What is called tapas is a persistent 

endeavor … It is a gathering up of all 
dispersed energies, the intellectual 
powers, the heart’s emotions, the vital 
desires, nay, the very physical being 
itself and concentrating them all on 
the supreme goal.  The rapidity of the 
process depends on the intensity of 
the aspiration, the zeal of the mind.”
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