
COMMENT AND DISCUSSION 

Is Anubhava a Pramana According to Sankara? 

The prevailing view in the study of Sankara's Advaita seems to be that 
anubhava or experience is not a pramana according to Sankara. Eliot 
Deutsch remarks, for instance, that "Sankara refers only to pratyaksa, 
anumana and sabda as pramanas."' In this he is preceded by S. Radha- 

krishnan, who seems to say the same thing by implication rather than 

emphasis. According to S. Radhakrishnan also, Sankara "refers to three 
sources of knowledge: perception, inference and scriptural testimony."2 
Such emphasis as may be lacking in Radhakrishnan is supplied by K. 
Satchidananda Murty, who states categorically in the context of Sankara 
that "anubhava is not an alternate pramana."3 

II 
In order to answer the question raised here, one must first clarify the 

usage of the words pramana and anubhava by Sarkara. Unfortunately, 
however, "Sankara ... nowhere attempts to discuss the pramanas as an 

independent topic, and treats them throughout as well-known."4 Accord- 

ing to N. K. Devaraja, his "failure to undertake systematic discussion of 
the pramanas is accounted for partly by the absence of any such texts 
he commented upon, and partly by his agreement with the exponents of 
the other systems, e.g., the Sankhyas and the Naiyayikas."5 In order to 
understand the usage of the word by Sankara we must, therefore, identify 
the usage of the term as generally encountered in Hindu philosophical 
literature leading up to his time, especially as found in the schools of 

Nyaya and Sankhya. 
Fortunately such a survey of the use of the term pramana has been 

carried out by M. Hiriyanna, and he presents the results of his survey as 
follows: "To sum up: The general term pramana and the special ones also 
like pratyaksa have three different, but closely connected meanings: They 
signify first, a source of knowledge, without reference to its being either 
true or false; secondly, a source of valid knowledge; and lastly, a means 
of scrutiny."6 

Sankara, therefore, had this range of semantic nuances at his disposal 
when he employed the word pramana. It must be pointed out, however, 
that the primary connotation of the word pramana has been the sense 
of source or means of valid knowledge. We may also note, at the same 
time, that Sankara employs the word in all three senses.7 It is clear, 
therefore, that he can use the term either to mean "the means of valid 
knowledge" or "the valid means of knowledge." 
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Sankara uses the word anubhava-experience-also in three senses: 
(1) to refer to experience in its widest connotation,8 (2) to refer to empirical 
experience,9 and (3) to refer to nondual experience.10 It is clear that in the 
title of this essay the word is employed in the third sense. What remains 
to be determined is the sense or senses in which Sankara uses the word 

pramana in the context provided by the third sense of anubhava. 

II! 
I propose, now, to examine the possibility whether Sankara admits 

anubhava as a pramana and to carry out that examination along textual 
and logical lines. 

The presentation of textual evidence is complicated by the fact that 
Sanikara's authorship of many works attributed to him is considered 
doubtful. However, nobody so far has questioned his authorship of the 
Brahmasutrabhasya. So, in order to avoid needless controversy, I shall 
restrict myself to that text."1 

Let us first consider Sankara's gloss on Brahmasutra IV.1.15. M. Hiri- 

yanna remarks, while writing on the subject of jlvanmukti, that "it is 

interesting in this connection to refer to Sankara's statement at the end 
of his commentary on V.S. IV.1.15, which tradition views as an allusion to 
his own direct experience of the ultimate truth."'2 The text runs as 
follows: katham hy ekasya svahrdaya-pratyayam brahmavedanam deha- 
dharanam ca aparena pratikseptum sakyeta? "How can one contest the 
heart felt cognition of another as possessing brahman knowledge even 

though bearing a body?"'3 As against T. M. P. Mahadevan's translation 
cited above, S. Radhakrishnan offers the paraphrase: "How can one 
contest the truth of another possessing knowledge of brahman, vouched 
for as it is by his heart's conviction."14 

This passage clearly seems to suggest anubhava as proof of the 
Advaitic experience, although several objections can be raised against it. 
How do we know that the statement is autobiographical rather than 
rhetorical? In any case, the word pramana is not used in the context.'5 

So, interesting as this example is, one must look for other examples. 
This is provided by Sankara's gloss on Brahmasutra 1.1.4: 

na dharma-jijnasayam-iva srutyadaya eva pramanam bramajijnasayam. 
kimtu srutyadayo 'nubhavadayasca yathasambhavam iha pramanam. 
anubhava-avasanatvat bhuta-vastu-visayatvat ca brahmajnanasya. kartavye 
hi visaye na anubhava-apeksa asti iti srutyadinam eva pramanyam syat. 

The passage is fairly explicit and George Thibaut translates it as 
follows: 

-Scriptural text, &c., are not, in the enquiry into Brahman, the only means 
of knowledge, as they are in the enquiry into active duty (i.e. in the Purva 

Philosophy East & West Mimarisa), but scriptural texts on the one hand, and intuition, &c., on the 
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other hand, are to be had recourse to according to the occasion: firstly, 
because intuition is the final result of the enquiry into Brahman; secondly, 
because the object of the enquiry is an existing (accomplished) substance. If 
the object of the knowledge of Brahman were something to be accomplished, 
there would be no reference to intuition, and text, &c., would be the only 
means of knowledge.'6 

The force of the passage is clear from the fact that K. Satchidananda 

Murty, who does not accept the position that anubhava is a pramana 
according to Sankara, is twice compelled to admit that this passage does 
seem to indicate that it might be admissible. 

The first admission can be identified in the following passage: 

Sankara says that as in the case of virtue and duty, scripture alone is not the 
source of knowledge regarding Brahman. To some extent anubhava as well 
as scripture, are sources of knowledge regarding Brahman, because Brahman 
is an existent thing, and the knowledge of Brahman must culminate in 
experience. 

According to Sankara, anubhava of Brahman means the realisation of 
oneself as Brahman (brahmatmabhava). That Brahman is oneself is not known 
except from scripture.'7 

I do not know whether it is fair to say that Murty downplays the 

significance of the passage,18 but the last remark in italics seems to 
indicate a certain kind of nominalist defense of scripture-that it is a 

naming device, it identifies the experience.19 It amounts to saying that 

though one may know oneself through direct experience, what the scrip- 
tures call Brahman or Atman can be known through scriptures alone. 
What is curious is that although Murty bases his remark also on the same 
gloss in which the anubhava text occurs, in that very gloss Sankara 

proceeds to demonstrate the apparently contradictory position that 
Brahman is not an object even of spiritual knowledge (na hi sastram 
idantaya visayabhutarm brahma pratipadayi.syati).20 

The second admission is encountered in the second part of the book, 
where Murty points out, referring back to the passage just cited, that 
"Sankara and his followers do not rely on scripture and logic alone as 
proofs, but claim that intuition (anubhava) also is a proof of non-dual 
Brahman."2' Here Murty does not challenge the fact that Sankara does 
regard anubhava as a pramana but tries to show that Sankara is wrong 
in doing so. That discussion, although of great interest in itself, takes us 
beyond our present concern-which is to determine whether anubhava 
is admitted by Sankara as a pramana or not. 

IV 

If, then, Sankara clearly states that anubhava is a pramana, why is it 
that it is not usually admitted to be so? It could be argued that such 
outright acceptance of anubhava as a pramana raises philosophical prob- Arvind Sharma 
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lems within his system, and it is because of its problematic nature that 
attempts have been made to deny anubhava that status, despite textual 

testimony in its favor. The following objections could be raised against 
according anubhava the status of a pramana in Sanrkara's system. 

(1) It has been argued that anubhava cannot be a prama,na because 
it is the result of the operation of a pramana-namely, sruti-which 
leads to knowledge of Brahman through the steps of sravana, manana, 
and nididhyasana. To call anubhava a pramana is to confuse the effect 
with the cause. 

This raises the question: why is it then called a pramana? For Sarkara 

clearly states that "several means of knowledge are dominant in their 
own spheres (in the Brhadaranyaka sutra bhasya (11.1.20)."22 In other 
words, each pramana must be an independent source of knowledge. That 
is the entire basis for srutipramanya; sruti alone can tell us about dharma 
and moksa. "Every pramana makes known only what is not an object of 
another pramana."23 On the face of it, anubhava does not seem to offer 

anything new. A little reflection will reveal, however, that although anub- 
hava may not add anything to our knowledge at the empirical level 
where pratyaksa or perception plays this role, anubhava operates at the 
transcendental level. One should note that sruti deals with the transcen- 
dental realm but from the empirical level-hence the whole doctrine of 
the mithyatva of the Vedas. In the actual experience, Vedas cease to 

operate (yatra veda aveda).24 

(2) It is sometimes argued that the "pramanas being dependent on 
the self for their employment, the self itself is established before the 

operation of the pramanas" and therefore cannot be established by the 

pramanas. This self, however, is the empirical self, and it is the atman 
which has to be known. 

(3) It may be argued that an individual's experience or anubhava 
cannot be a prama,na in Advaita because this is the Advaitin critique of 
schools founded on the experience of a single individual. 

Here the issue is not prama,na any more but its dependability and 

intersubjective verifiability. M. Hiriyanna points out that "apart from 
direct revelation, the Upanisads also should be, in the last resort, regarded 
as recording only such intuitional knowledge of ancient sages."25 More- 

over, typically the Advaitic anubhava confirms the tradition rather than 

serving to start a new tradition. 
(4) Has not Sankara fixed the number of pramanas at three? If so, we 

are presented with another problem; for pratyaksa, anumana, and sruti 
exhaust this list. 

Although Sankara enumerates only three sources at some places as 
in his Brhadaranyakasutrabha,sya, on 111.2.1, in his other works he "refers 
to at least five sources of knowledge-perception, inference, analogy 

Philosophy East & West (Upamana), implication (Arthapatti), and scriptural statement (Sabda)."26 
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Even more significant is the fact that Sarkara "is not so much interested 
in enumerating the possible sources of knowledge as in determining the 

pramana on which there is 'any possibility of basing the metaphysical 
verities,' 'the natural means of knowledge' by making a 'right use' of 
which metaphysics can attain its content." 

V 
Now that the philosophical deck has been cleared, one may revert 

to the textual issue. 
Much depends on the way the expression yathasambhavam is inter- 

preted in the key passage cited earlier. Murty takes it to mean "to some 
extent" and Thibaut "according to occasion." Karl H. Potter translates the 
relevant text as follows: 

Scripture (sruti) as well as immediate awareness (anubhava), etc., are both to 
be used in appropriate ways in the inquiry into Brahman, unlike the inquiry 
into dharma in which only scripture is pertinent.27 

The word yathasambhavam literally means "as far as possible."28 
Two points thus become clear from the use of this expression here: (1) 
anubhava can act as a pramana in the matters pertaining to brahman in 
a way that it cannot in matters pertaining to dharma, in which it has no 

role, and (2) although this possibility is opened up, it can only go so far, 
"as far as possible" and not all the way. The first point opens up a new 
avenue, a new means of valid knowledge in relation to brahman which is 
not available in relation to dharma, but the second point indicates that 
the avenue is subject to some kind of constriction. The point is important 
to recognize because some scholars may have interpreted the opening 
provided by Sarkara here rather too widely. For instance, S. Radhakrish- 
nan declares: "Sankara admits that, while anubhava is open to all, few 
attain to it."29 It is possible, even plausible that Sankara says this in so 

many words, but Radhakrishnan, somewhat unaccountably, does not 
cite the proof text.30 Similarly, William Cenkner states: "one can attain 

knowledge by oneself only after long and arduous effort, according to 
Sankara; he therefore urges constant reliance upon the guru."31 The fact 
that Sankara might concede that one may make it on one's own is again 
significant, but no proof text is cited. It is easy to see how both of these 
remarks have a bearing on anubhava as a pramana and could possibly 
lead one into overinterpreting the intention of Sankara here. 

It seems to me that all these are inadequate explanations in the light 
of this passage cited. The first explanation took anubhava-avasanatvat 
(on account of it culminating in experience) into account, but not enough 
attention seems to have been paid to bhuitavisayatvat (on account of it 
being an existent). To see its force one must recognize that all the 
pramanas operate in the reach of avidya, including the Vedas, hence Arvind Sharma 
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the doctrine, already alluded to, of the mithyatva of the Vedajnana in 
Advaita. 

But with respect to Brahman, as Atman, the situation is different. It 
must be remembered that here Brahman is being referred to in its tran- 
scendental dimension. Once it is known as such, one falls outside the 
domain of avidya and the operation of pramanas as such. Karl H. Potter 
sums up the situation thus: 

As Sankara views self-knowledge it is not given by any pramana at all. It is 
true that self-knowledge is immediate intuition (anubhava), but that is quite 
different from perception. The difference ... is between two kinds of aware- 
ness; perception involves instruments and objects and distinctions, whereas 
self-knowledge does not. And in some pickwickian sense anubhava may 
constitute a "proof' but it is not a proof that will ever be used. When one 
has self-knowledge one no longer has doubts or needs proof, and when one 
needs proof one is not in a position to have self-knowledge, since one is under 
the sway of ignorance.32 

It seems that the crux of the matter lies in drawing a distinction 
between (1) pramana as a means of valid knowledge and (2) pramana as 
a valid means of knowledge. By the expression "valid knowledge" in (1) is 
meant empirical knowledge characterized by the distinction between the 

subject and the object. By "knowledge" in (2) is meant the whole range 
of knowledge, empirical and transcendental, jnana as well as vijnana. As 
this distinction is not clearly drawn in this passage, Sankara seems to 

equivocate, for sruti is a valid means of knowledge about Brahman in 
the vyavaharika realm, and anubhava is a means of valid paramarthika 
knowledge. In the case of sruti by itself, one 'knows' about Brahman 
because one cites the scriptures; in the case of anubhava, one cites the 

scriptures because one knows. Sankara is caught here in an epistemologi- 
cal equivocation on account of his ontological classification but is able 
to cover it because the word pramana allows enough semantic room for 
such equivocation. Anubhava, then, is a pramana according to Sarkara 
but not in the usual sense-just as in the fact that, say, after an accident, 
the awareness that one is alive may be enough evidence for oneself that 
one is alive, but the doctor needs the evidence of vital signs to know that 
one is alive. 
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products of nescience. For the operation of the pramanas presupposes 
the existence of a knowing personality which latter depends upon the 
self s erroneous identification of itself with body, senses, etc. The state- 
ment seems to destroy the very foundations of metaphysical enquiry. 
If all the available avenues of knowledge lead, ultimately, to the unreal, 
where is the fun of conducting an enquiry into the nature of the Real? As, 

however, we pursue our study further into the interior of the Bhasya, the 
attitude of Sankara towards the pramanas becomes more positive and 

re-assuring. "The enquiry into Brahman", he points out, "unlike the en- 

quiry into dharma, admits of other pramanas besides the Scripture. Here 

Scripture, intuition etc. all are to be used according to the occasion". (An 
Introduction to Sankara's Theory, pp. 67-68) 

N. K. Devaraja goes on to point out: 

In his ultra-orthodox moods, however, Sankara insists that Brahman can 
be known only through Scripture, and through no other pramana i.e., 

perception, inference, etc. "The statement that, because Brahman is 

something existent, other pramanas may apply to it, is gratuitous. For, 

being devoid of colour, form etc., it cannot become an object of percep- 
tion; and having no characteristic mark etc., it is not amendable to 
inference and other pramanas. Like duty, it is to be known solely through 
the Scripture". In yet other places he points out that Brahman is not an 

object even of scriptural knowledge. "The aim of the Sastra is the re- 
moval of all distinctions created by Avidya or nescience; its purport is not 
to represent the Brahman as 'this' or 'that' object". 'The sole fruit of 

knowledge is the removal of the obstacles lying in the way of release". 
How can these conflicting statements to be reconciled? (Ibid., pp. 68-69) 

N. K. Devaraja attempts the following reconciliation, which takes a 

different tack from the one chosen in this essay: 

The apparent contradiction in Sankara's position, of which he himself is 

by no means unconscious, can be got over only if we remember that for 
Sankara self-knowledge is of an entirely different character from the 

knowledge of the empirical world. The latter knowledge is what following 
Kant we may call the categorised knowledge; it corresponds to Bertrand 
Russell's knowledge by description or knowledge about. Self-knowledge, 
on the contrary, is knowledge by acquaintance or by direct intuition. The 

peculiar epistemological contribution of Sankara consists in the concep- 
tion that knowledge of the former kind leads to the knowledge of the 
latter type. The work of the pramanas is done as soon as they have 

brought about a direct self-vision on the part of the embodied soul. The 

pramanas fulfil themselves by generating a knowledge which involves 
their negation of annulment. We shall have occasion to illustrate these 
remarks by actual quotations later. Meanwhile, we must remember that 
the Brahman of Sankara, while it transcends the pramanas, does not 
transcend experience itself. The word "experience" here must of course 
be understood in a wider sense than perceptual experience. Perceptual Arvind Sharma 
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knowledge is not the highest type of direct knowledge. Anubhava or 
direct experience which is yet not of the type of perceptual experience, 
remains, according to Sankara, the goal of knowledge. All the pramanas 
play their part in bringing about the final intuition, and if Sarkara is at 
moments inclined to assign a higher place to Sruti, it is probably because 
he feels that the utterances of the Upanisads, being vital poetic records of 

spiritual experience, can induce that intuition earlier than the mere nega- 
tive operations of the logical understanding. Or, if we are unkind critics, 
we may say that, occasionally, the orthodox in Sankara overwhelms the 

empiricist and the rationalist in him. The truth is that Sanikara has mostly 
to deal with opponents who were believers in Sruti; it was only rarely that 
he had to face the heretics or the non-believers (Ibid., pp. 69-70) 
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Sarkara does declare that the knowledge of Brahman is accessible to 
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