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Aranyakas and Upanishads


  
As mentioned in lecture note 4 in the popular Brahmanism period we saw the productions of the Brahmanas, Aranyakas and the Upanishads, the Vedic religion underwent a twofold change. On the practical side there was an exuberant growth of religious rites and of social restrictions and duties, while on the theoretical side, Vedic belief in the efficacy of personal deities was subordinated to a pantheistic scheme of salvation. Thus the earlier religion developed on the one hand into popular, exoteric Brahmanism, and on the other hand into priestly, esoteric Brahmanism. The former is reflected in the Brahmanas and the Sutras; the latter in the Upanishads. 
Between the Brahmanas and Upanishads are a few secondary texts. These are called Aranyakas or Forest texts to be used by those who left society to reside in the forest to gain spiritual knowledge (Vanaprasthas). The Aranyakas do not give us rules for the performance of sacrifices and explanations of the ceremonies, but provide us with mystic teaching of the sacrificial religion.  Since the Aranyaka texts are a part of the Vedas, they too are considered shruti. They are religious and philosophical writings that explain abstract concepts like the mystical aspects of ceremonies and the nature of god.

Aranyakas: The Beginning of Reaction to Excessive ritualism

The Aranyakas were composed around 700 - 600 BC, much later than the Brahmanas. They are treaties for hermits and sages who concentrate on meditation and asceticism, after having retired from worldly distractions to the forest. These texts interpret the sacrificial rites and rituals explained in the Brahmanas in metaphysical and cosmic terms, giving the logical reasons for their practice.

Aranyakas or Forest texts to be used by those who left society to reside in the forest to gain spiritual knowledge (Vanaprasthas).  Aranyakas do not give us rules for the performance of sacrifices and explanations of the ceremonies, but provide us with mystic teaching of the sacrificial religion. This mark a turning point in the religious approach. Violent, harmful sacrifices were gradually given up.  Instead, contemplation was practice.  This also led to the meditative practice that rose to its climax in the Upanishadic period.  Thus the Aranyaka period clearly shows the transition from the Path of Sacrifice to the Path of Knowledge which was to be attained through sever ascetic practice and deep contemplation.
The Brahmana lays down the various rites - karma - to be performed and explains the procedure for the same. It interprets the words of the mantras occuring in the Samhita, how they are to be understood in the conduct of sacrifices. The Brahmanas constitute a guide for the conduct of yajnas.  Most Brahmanas have one or more Aranyakas associated with them. For example, the Aitareya and Kaushitaki Aranyakas are associated with the Aitareya and Kaushitaki Brahmanas of the Rig-Veda. There are no Aranyakas associated with the Atharva Veda.
The word "Aranyaka" is derived from "aranya". "Aranya"means a "forest". Neither in the Samhita nor in the Brahmana is one urged to go and live in a forest. Vedic rites like sacrifices are to be preformed by the householder (grhastha) living in a village. But after his mind is rendered pure through such rites, he goes to a forest as a recluse to engage himself in meditation. It is to qualify for this stage of vanaprastha, to become inwardly pure and mellow, that Vedic practices like sacrifices are to be followed.
The Aranyakas prepare one for one's stage in life as an anchorite. They expound the concepts inherent in the mantras of the Samhitas and the rites detailed in the Brahmanas. In other words, they explain the hidden meaning of the Vedas, their metaphorical passages. Indeed, they throw light on the esoteric message of our scripture. For the Aranyakas, more important than the performance of sacrifices awareness of their inner meaning and significance. According to present-day scholars, the Aranyakas incorporate the metaphorical passages representing the metaphysical inquires conducted by the inmates of forest hermitages. 

In the Brahmanas one can see the rapid of rise of the Brahmins into the highest position in the society.  This they did by using religion practice by claiming that it is only they who can communicate with the gods and therefore, it is only they who are capable of getting favours from gods.  For this they employed sacrifice (yajna) as the surest and most reliable means.  They claimed that it is they who know how to perform sacrifice, what to sacrifice, when to sacrifice, where to sacrifice and to whom to sacrifice.  Sacrifice they said is more powerful even than the gods, for the gods, too, are sustained through sacrifice.  Thus the Brahmanas was called the Path of Sacrifice.



The excessive ritualism of the Middle Vedic Age was bound to produce a reaction.  The Aranyakas texts, usually appended to the Brahmanas, are virtually an admission that the correct performance of rituals, which had developed into enormous proportions in the Bahamans, could not be expected from all.  How could ordinary people perform sacrifices which were highly complicated, required a large force of priests, involved huge expenditure and lasted for years together…. Etc?  The epics narrate now the rishis like Aranyaka performed sattras which took twelve years to complete.  There were again some parts of the sacrificial knowledge which were of mystical nature and which could be taught only in the privacy of the forest.  The Aranyaka texts were composed to deal with these problems.  They are, therefore, mainly devoted to an exposition of the mysticism and symbolism of the sacrifice.  Meditation, rather than performance, is the spirit of their teaching.  They substitute a simpler ceremonial for the complicated sacrifices of the Brahmanas texts.  They stress the efficacy of the inner or mental sacrifice as distinguished from the outer or formal sacrifices, consisting of oblations of meant, rice, barely or milk. They thus mark the transition form the way of action (karma marga) which was the main concern of the Brahmans, to the “way of knowledge” (jnana marga) advocated in Upanishads.  Further, the Aranyakas emphasize upon upasana (meditation) of certain symbols and austerities for the realization of the Absolute, which by now had superseded the “heaven” of the Brahmana works as the highest goal of human life.
It is possible that certain sacred rites were performed in the seclusion of the forests where teachers and pupils meditated on the significance of these rites. The distinction between Brahmana and Aranyaka is not an absolute one. The Aranyakas combine ritual passages with philosophical texts and some of the oldest

The Aranyaka period denotes both a literary period as well as a religious period in the history of Vedic religion.  Aranyaka are forest texts which composed by those who resorted to forest to devote more time for contemplation regarding the problems of life.  The emphasis now was on knowledge, even on wisdom, as they prayed for intelligence. The concept of prana as the life energy of the breath is exalted as that which establishes the entire soul. Prana is found in trees, animals, and people in ascending order. Human immortality is identified with the soul (atman), not the body. Hell is still feared, but by practicing austerity (tapas) to gain knowledge individuals hope to be born into a better world after death or be liberated from rebirth. Non-attachment (vairagya) also purifies the body and overcomes death.  The essence of the Vedic person was considered Brahman, and the knower or inner person was known as the soul (atman). The guardians of the spiritual treasures of the community were called Brahmavadins (those who discuss Brahman). A son approached his father and asked what was supreme. The father replied, "Truth, tapas, self-control, charity, dharma (duty), and progeny."

The change of the Brahmana into the Aranyaka thought is signified by a transference of values from the actual sacrifices to their symbolic representations and meditations which were regarded as being productive of various earthly benefits. Thus we find in the Brhadaranyaka (1. 1) that instead of a horse sacrifice the visible universe is to be conceived as a horse and meditated upon as such. The dawn is the head of the horse, the sun is the eye, wind is its life, fire is its mouth and that is its soul, and so on. What is the horse that grazes in the field and to what good can its sacrifice lead? This moving universe is the horse, which is most significant to the mind, and the meditation of it as such is the most suitable substitute of the sacrifice of the horse, the mere animal. Thought-activity as meditation, is here taking the place of an external worship in the form of sacrifices. The material substances and the most elaborate and accurate sacrificial rituals lost their value and bare meditations took their place. Side by side with the ritualistic sacrifices of the generality of the Brahmins, was springing up a system where thinking and symbolic meditations were taking the place of gross matter and action involved in sacrifices. These symbols were not only chosen from the external world as the sun, the wind, etc., from the body of man, his various vital functions and the senses, but even arbitrary alphabets were taken up and it was believed that the meditation of these as the highest and the greatest was productive of great beneficial results. Sacrifice in itself was losing value in the eyes of these men and diverse mystical significances and imports were beginning to be considered as their real truth.

The Uktha (verse) of Rg-Veda was identified in the Aitareya Aranyaka under several allegorical forms with the Prana, the Udgltha of the Samaveda was identified with Om, Prana, sun and eye; in Chandogya II. the Saman was identified with Om, rain, water, seasons, Prana, etc., in Chandogya III. 16-17 man was identified with sacrifice; his hunger, thirst, sorrow, with initiation; laughing, eating, etc., with the utterance of the Mantras; and asceticism, gift, sincerity, restraint from injury, truth, with sacrificial fees (daksina). The gifted mind of these cultured Vedic Indians was anxious to come to some unity, but logical precision of thought had not developed, and as a result of that we find in the Aranyakas the most grotesque and fanciful unifications of things which to our eyes have little or no connection. Any kind of instrumentality in producing an effect was often considered as pure identity. Thus in Aitareya Aran. II. 1. 3 we find "Then comes the origin of food. The seed of Prajapati are the gods. The seed of the gods is rain. The seed of rain is herbs. The seed of herbs is food. The seed of food is seed. The seed of seed is creatures. The seed of creatures is the heart. The seed of the heart isthe mind. The seed of the mind is speech. The seed of speech is action. The act done is this man the abode of Brahman.
The meaning in many of these seems to be midway between many passages in the Âranyakas and the Upanihsads. The meaning in many of these seems to be midway between "magical force" and "great," transition between which is rather easy. Even when the sacrifices began to be replaced by meditations, the old belief in the power of the sacrifices still remained, and as a result of that we find that in many passages of the Upanihsads people are thinking of meditating upon this great force "Brahman" as being identified with diverse symbols, natural objects, parts and functions of the body.

When the main interest of sacrifice was transferred from its actual performance in the external world to certain forms of meditation, we find that the understanding of particular allegories of sacrifice having a relation to particular kinds of bodily functions was regarded as Brahman, without a knowledge of which nothing could be obtained. 
Early Upanishads (700BC- 600BC)

Upanishad means the inner or mystic teaching. The term Upanishad is derived from upa (near), ni (down) and s(h)ad (to sit), i.e., sitting down near. Groups of pupils sit near the teacher to learn from him the secret doctrine. In the quietude of the forest hermitages the Upanishad thinkers pondered on the problems of deepest concerns and communicated their knowledge to fit pupils near them. Samkara derives the word Upanishad as a substitute from the root sad, 'to loosen.,' 'to reach' or 'to destroy' with Upa and ni as prefixes and kvip as termination. If this determination is accepted, upanishad means brahma-knowledge by which ignorance is loosened or destroyed. The treatises that deal with brahma-knowledge are called the Upanishads and so pass for the Vedanta. The different derivations together make out that the Upanishads give us both spiritual vision and philosophical argument. There is a core of certainty which is essentially incommunicable except by a way of life. It is by a strictly personal effort that one can reach the truth.
The Upanishads more clearly set forth the prime Vedic doctrines like Self-realization, yoga and meditation, karma and reincarnation, which were hidden or kept veiled under the symbols of the older mystery religion. The older Upanishads are usually affixed to a particularly Veda, through a Brahmana or Aranyaka. The more recent ones are not. The Upanishads became prevalent some centuries before the time of Krishna and Buddha.
The main figure in the Upanishads, though not present in many of them, is the sage Yajnavalkya. He taught the great doctrine of "neti-neti", the view that truth can be found only through the negation of all thoughts about it. Other important Upanishadic sages are Uddalaka Aruni, Shwetaketu, Shandilya, Aitareya, Pippalada, Sanat Kumara. Many earlier Vedic teachers like Manu, Brihaspati, Ayasya and Narada are also found in the Upanishads.
In the Upanishads the spiritual meanings of the Vedic texts are brought out and emphasized in their own right.  The Upanishads have been perennial sources of spiritual knowledge. The word Upanishad means secret and sacred knowledge. This word occurs in the Upanishads themselves in more than a dozen places in this sense. The word also means "Texts incorporating such knowledge." There are ten principal Upanishads. Other than these, a few more like Shvetashvatara and Kaushiyaki are also considered important. 
Though it is generally held that the Upanishads are usually attached as appendices to the Aranyakas which are again attached to the Brahmanas, yet it cannot be said that their distinction as separate treatises is always observed. Thus we find in some cases that subjects which we should expect to be discussed in a Brâhmana are introduced into the Âranyakas and the Âranyaka materials are sometimes fused into the great bulk of Upanishad teaching. This shows that these three literatures gradually grew up in one process of development and they were probably regarded as parts of one literature, in spite of the differences in their subject-matter.
While the ritual chants of the Vedas were uttered in public during the performance of the sacrificial ceremonies, the Upanishads were revealed in private only to a select few on need to know basis.  The knowledge contained in the Upanishads is deemed higher knowledge as it deals with the knowledge of the self and the transcendental states of awareness, where as the knowledge contained in the Samhita part of the Vedas is considered the lower knowledge as it is used mainly for performing rituals to obtain material gains and personal favors from various divinities.  
From the earliest times, the Upanishads attracted the attention of scholars from various religions and schools of philosophy.  The Upanishads are not organized texts as they are not products of human intellect or deliberate effort.  The Upanishads do not contain coherent and homogenous philosophical system, but many divergent ideas joined together loosely.  They deal with various subjects such as the nature of Brahman, the ideal human conduct, the practice of yoga, the nature of Atman, creation of the world, creation of man, the nature of reality, the nature of true knowledge and ignorance, the concept of karma, incarnation of soul and so on.

The Upanishads mark a major turning point in the development of Indian thought. They place meditation and mystical experience and the philosophical interpretation of its significance at the heart of the religious quest. They are not concerned merely with an intellectual quest for the Self, for the Real, the quest on which the sages are set is experiential. There are passages of sophisticated philosophical analysis and argument in the Upanishads, but in the end it is not intellectual conviction but lived realization that is the aim of Upanishad teaching. Given their focus on the lived experience of meditation and on the disclosure of Being it offers, it is no surprise that the Upanishads were used as a sourcebook and reference point not only by Orthodox thinkers throughout religious history, but also by Nastika dissidents. Buddhist texts, for example, are rich with material drawn from the early Upanishads.

The Upanishads also represent a radical reconstruction of religious concerns. The sages consciously link themselves to earlier tradition in a variety of ways, e.g. the sages and their pupils are normally Brahmins, they continue the tradition of interpretation of the sacrificial rites, though they are concerned with the symbolism of the rites not with the rites themselves. The distance the sages experience between themselves and the priestly ritualist is expressed in the Upanishads in a variety of ways.
Despite belonging to the Orthodox tradition, the Upanishadic sages represent a style of religious practise and thought far removed from what we find in the early Vedic hymns. A significant shift in the focus of religious consciousness has occurred:
	EARLY VEDIC RELIGION 

1. Polytheism tending in later hymns to seek a single deity as source and sustainer of the Cosmos.
	 
	UPANISHADIC SAGES 

Monism: the focus is not the gods, a god or even God, but the Self (atman) & the Real (brahman).

	2. Sacrifice as the central practise of the religion.
	 
	Sacrificial symbolism used to interpret human life or cosmological structures.

	3. Religious rites and rituals as the focal duty the carrying out of which leads to the highest level of attainment.
	 
	Rites as irrelevant to Liberation: the meditative quest for the Self/the Real as the central spiritual practice.

	4. Religion expressed in ritual texts and hymns and exegesis of them.
	 
	Religion expressed in spiritual discourses, discussions and debates showing and teaching Brahmavidya.

	5. The ritual texts, Vedic hymns and commentaries on the rites and the disciplines needed to understand them as the content of Brahminical education.
	 
	The learning of Upasana as the one central content of spiritual training

	.6. Ritual priesthood as the highest religious office/ role.
	 
	Ascetic, contemplative life as the highest form of religious life.

	7. Priest's sacrificial and teaching function in community.
	 
	Guru's teaching function with disciples.

	8. The final attainment as rebirth in the Heavenly Realms with the Gods and/or Ancestors.
	 
	Final attainment is Moksha, release from the cycle of rebirth and existence as Atman/Brahman free from the trammels of incarnate existence.

	9. Focus of religious learning on the interpretation of the Vedic hymns and the ritual texts.
	 
	Focus of religious learning on psychological, metaphysical and cosmological analysis.



The Upanishadic reform movement was a movement toward asceticism, where one lives in the strict sense of self-discipline and self-denial.  The Upanishadic thinkers believed that disciplined meditation on the ritual sacrifice could produce the same results as the physical sacrifice itself.  Therefore extreme asceticism could be used as a means to escape from continual reincarnation.  The Upanishadic thinkers advanced the notion that each individual soul (atman) is a constituent part of the World Soul (Brahman), and that it constantly seeks to free itself (moksha) from its mortal prison and the wheel of life.  To do so, it is forced to undergo a long and painful series of bodily reincarnations and transmigrations.  The bodily form that imprisons the soul in each existence is predetermined by the tally of good and bad deeds (Karma) perpetrated in the previous life.  Reward and punishment worked automatically; there was no all-knowing god who judged people or could be petitioned for the forgiveness of sin.  Each individual was responsible for his or her own destiny in a just and impartial world.  Good deeds led to a better future life, evil deeds led to a worse future life.  The Upanishadic thinkers offered three paths for acquiring release and true knowledge; right action and deeds, devotion, and the renunciation of the world through an ascetic life.  Only a life devoted to extreme self-discipline and self-denial would enable a soul to be released from the cycle and unite with the World Soul.

Although the earliest Upanishads approach the subject of self-realization rather stoically, they do not undermine the importance of moral purity and spiritual preparation in achieving oneness with Brahman.  The composers of the Upanishads were able to receive and channel the knowledge of the Cosmic Self effectively into human terms because they were able to identify themselves completely with Brahman, transcending their ordinary nature and removing all traces of individuality, objectivity, duality and distinction.


The Upanishads speak of the existence of Universal Cosmic Soul, the Brahman, who is the cause and origin of all origins and God of all gods, and try to describe the indescribable to the extent the human language permits and the intellect admits.  They refer to the Atman, the individual soul that suffers from the vision of diversity and the impact of Maya, the illusion that keeps it chained to a sense driven world.


They speak of the need to look inward to understand the various states of awareness and consciousness, to remain awake amidst sleep and to sleep amidst wakefulness.  They denote the importance of acquiring a vision that can see darkness in light and light in darkness or in other words an understanding and awareness that can absorb all contradictions into one harmonious whole.

The Brihad-Aranyaka has three Aranyaka chapters followed by six Upanishad chapters. The first chapter of the Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad describes the world as represented by the horse-sacrifice. The primordial battle between the gods and the devils accounts for the evil found in the senses, mind, and speech, but by striking off the evil the divinities were carried beyond death. The priest chants for profound aspiration, one of the most famous verses from the Upanishads:

From the unreal lead me to the real!
From darkness lead me to light!
From death lead me to immortality!
( Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad tr. Robert E. Hume, 1:3:28.2)
The primary message of the Upanishads is that this can be done by meditating with the awareness that one's soul (atman) is one with all things. Thus whoever knows that one is Brahman (God) becomes this all; even the gods cannot prevent this, since that one becomes their soul (atman). Therefore whoever worships another divinity, thinking it is other than oneself, does not know.
The soul is identified with the real, the immortal, and the life-breath (prana), which is veiled by name and form (individuality). By restraining the senses and the mind, one may rest in the space within the heart and become a great Brahmin and like a king may move around within one's body as one pleases. The world of name and form is real, but the soul is the truth or reality of the real. Immortality cannot be obtained through wealth, and all persons and things in the world are dear not for love of them (husband, wife, sons, wealth, gods, etc.); but for the love of the soul, all these are dear. The soul is the overlord of all things, as the spokes of the wheel are held together by the hub.

The principle of action (karma) is explained as "one becomes good by good action, bad by bad action." How can one get beyond the duality of seeing, smelling, hearing, speaking to, thinking of, and understanding another? Can one see the seer, smell the smeller, hear the hearer, think the thinker, and understand the understander? It is the soul which is in all things; everything else is wretched. By passing beyond hunger and thirst, sorrow and delusion, old age and death, by overcoming desire for sons, wealth, and worlds, let a Brahmin become disgusted with learning and live as a child; disgusted with that, let one become an ascetic until one transcends both the non-ascetic and the ascetic states. Thus is indicated a spiritual path of learning and discipline that ultimately transcends even learning and discipline in the soul, the inner controller, the immortal, the one dwelling in the mind, whom the mind does not know, who controls the mind from within.

The one departing this world without knowing the imperishable is pitiable, but the one knowing it is a Brahmin. The following refrain is repeated often:

That soul is not this, not that.
It is incomprehensible, for it is not comprehended.
It is indestructible, for it is never destroyed.
It is unattached, for it does not attach itself.
It is unfettered; it does not suffer; it is not injured.
( Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad tr. S. Radhakrishnan, 3:9:26.)
The soul is considered intelligent, dear, true, endless, blissful, and stable. As a king prepares a chariot or ship when going on a journey, one should prepare one's soul with the mystic doctrines of the Upanishads. The knowledge that is the light in the heart enables one to transcend this world and death while appearing asleep. The evils that are obtained with a body at birth are left behind upon departing at death. One dreams by projecting from oneself, not by sensing actual objects. In sleep the immortal may leave one's nest and go wherever one pleases. In addition to being free from desire the ethical admonition of being without crookedness or sin is also indicated. At death the soul goes out first, then the life, and finally the breaths go out.

The soul is made of everything; as one acts, one becomes. The doer of good becomes good; the doer of evil becomes evil. As is one's desire, such is one's resolve; as is the resolve, such is the action, which one attains for oneself. When one's mind is attached, the inner self goes into the action. Obtaining the consequences of one's actions, whatever one does in this world comes again from the other world to this world of action (karma).
By releasing the desires in one's heart, one may be liberated in immortality, reaching Brahman (God). One is the creator of all, one with the world. Whoever knows this becomes immortal, but others go only to sorrow. The knowing is sought through the spiritual practices of repeating the Vedas, sacrifices, offerings, penance, and fasting. Eventually one sees everything, as the soul overcomes both the thoughts of having done wrong and having done right. The evil does not burn one; rather one burns the evil. In the soul's being the world-all is known. The student should practice self-restraint, giving, and compassion.
A summary of the principal Upanishads are discussed here: 

Isha Upanishad

Derives its name form Ishvasya; it is one of the smallest of all the Upanishads and belongs to the Yajur Veda.  It touches on many important topics including the paths of knowledge and paths of action.  The former follows the Atman in its transcendent form and the latter in its immanent form.  Neither of these two alone, without the other is sufficient for the true wisdom.  It also deals with the paradoxical nature of the Self (far but not near, inside and outside at the same time etc.).  A sage, who sees all beings in his Self and his Self in all beings, has attained the wisdom and has lost all fear, sorrow and delusion.  It is interested not so much in the Absloute in itself (Parabrhaman), as in the Absloute in relationship to the world (Parameshvara).  It ends with a plea to Sun, the God of Light and to Agni (fire) as well as the Creator to help the Atman understand and follow the paths of proper knowledge and action.

Kena Upanishad

The name Kena indicates the question “By whom?”  and belongs to the Sama Veda.  The Upanishad explains the real power behind the functions of the phenomenal universe and the workings of the man.  It asks and answers the question as to who the Atman is.  The knowledge of the Absolute (Nirguna Brahman – para vidya), leads to immediate liberation and emancipation (sadyo mukti).  Knowledge of Ishvara (Saguna Brahman – apara vidya) paves the way to a gradual acquisition of knowledge, eventually leads to liberation (krama-mukti).  To indicate the paradoxical nature of Brahman, Kena Upanishad contains this famous quote, “It is not understood by those who say they understand It.  It is understood by those who say they understand It not”.
Katha Upanishad

Part of the black Yajur Veda, Katha Upanishad is perhaps the most philosophical of all the Upanishads.  It contains the famous dialogue between Nachiketa and Yama, the lord of departed spirits.  Nachiketa’s father, in a rage, inadvertently promises his son to Yama as sacrifice, and to keep his promise, promptly sends him to the doors of Yama’s abode.  Finding Yama absent, Nachiketa is kept waiting for three days at the doors, without food or water. Yama, on his return, apologizes to Nachiketa as no guest is to be treated in such a manner in his household.  He offers three boons to Nachiketa.  Return to his father in earth and the meaning of the sacrificial fire were the first two boons granted without hesitation.  The third boon was to explain the meaning of death, which even Yama, the Lord of Death finds difficult to explain.  Refusing to take alternative offers of worldly blessings, Nachiketa’s persistent questioning about death and immortality forms the philosophical discourse in Katha Upanishad.  

The superiority of good (shreyas) over pleasant (preyas) and the realization through insight rather than reason are discussed.  The concept of body as a chariot carrying the self (Atman) also takes shape in this Upanishad.  There are some passages common to the Bhagavad-Gita and the Katha Upanishad.

Prashna Upanishad

Prashna Upanishad belongs to the Atharva Veda.  Six questions are asked of sage Pippalada.  His answers form a dissertation on the question of creation, human personality and metaphysical principle in man.  A series six questions such as, “ From where came the creatures of birth?” “ Who is the greatest God?” “How many Gods are there and how many are manifest? How does life enter the body?” “What are consciousness, sleep and state of being awake?  What is it that knows enjoyment?” “Which heaven does a man attain who meditates on ‘Aum’?” and “What are the divisions of Purusha?” are answered in this Upanishad.  The person bestowed with all the sensory perception of touch, smell, hearing, taste, movements and excretion along with the mind (manas), intellect (buddhi), egoism (ahankara) and the conscious-self (vijnanatman) should take refuge in the supreme imperishable Self (Atman).  Prajapati, the creator was desirous of offspring (praja) in this world.  After performing austerity, he produced a pair of matter (rayi-feminine gender) and life (prana- masculine gender), thinking, ‘These two will form creatures for me in many ways’.  Prashna Upanishad is thought to be from a later period than the others.

Mundaka Upanishad

Belonging to the Atharva Veda, Mundaka literally means ‘shaven.’  It is the most poetic of the Upanishads.  It proposes the way of life as an ascetic (sanyasin).  The name is derived from the root mund, ‘to shave,’ as he that comprehends the teachings of the Upanishad is liberated form error and ignorance, signified by shaving of the head.  It also recognizes the superiority of knowledge over performance of sacrifice and actions.  It clearly distinguishes between higher knowledge of the Supreme Brahman and the lower knowledge of the empirical world.  Only the sanyasin who has renounced everything can obtain the highest knowledge.

Mandukya Upanishad

Named for the sage-teacher Mandukya, this Upanishad belongs to the Atharva Veda and contains twelve verses.  It is famous for the theory of the four states of mind of humans.  These are waking, dreaming, profound sleep and the fourth stage called turiya, which alone is real.  The relationship of these four states to the mystical syllable ‘Aum’ (or ‘Om’) is explained.  This Upanishad has had a great influence in the subsequent Indian thought. 

The Self - Brahman has four stages or four fourths.  The first fourth is the state of waking, when one is outwardly aware, enjoying all that is seen around him.  This is the ‘Common-to-all-men fourth.’  The second fourth is the state of dreaming, when one is inwardly aware and is called ‘Brilliant.’  The third fourths is the state of profound sleep, when one who is asleep has no desires and dreams.  It is a state of ‘enjoying bliss and state of thoughtfulness and cognition.’  The principal of aum as consisting of three elements a, u, m, which refer to the first three states are explained in this Upanishad.  The last fourth is the one that should be discerned.  It is the state of tranquility, benignity and without comparison.  It is the state of ‘being one with the Self.’  Mandukya Upanishad alone is said to the enough to lead one to liberation.  It was extensively commented upon by both Shankara and his teacher Gaudapada.

Taittiriya Upanishad

This Upanishad is a part of the Taittariya Aranyaka and belongs to the Yajur Veda.  In it the teacher is describing the ethical rules and the proper dharma to his pupils.  It is also famous for the “Five Sheaths” of the self, namely food, breath, mind, intellect and bliss.  It analyzes the five features of the self - prana, vyana, apana, udana and samana.  It has three sections called Vallis.  The first called Siksha Valli is the first of the six Vedangas (auxiliaries of the Veda): it is the science of phonetics and pronunciation.  The second called Brahmananda Valli and the third Bhrgu Valli deal with the knowledge of the Supreme Self, paramatma-jnana.

Aitareya Upanishad

Part of Aitareya Aranyaka belonging to the Rig Veda, this Upanishad deals with creation and life after death in more clear terms.  It is also famous for its doctrine of Atman as intellect.  Intelligence that is Brahman and the Self is the guidance of all creation.  All living creatures and the five elements, namely, earth, wind, space, water, light- are the creation of intelligence or the Brahman.

Aitareya Upanishad mentions three classes of men who aspire to acquire wisdom.  The highest class consists of those who have turned away form the world and whose minds are free.  The second group intends to attain knowledge more gradually by the worship of prana, the life breath.  The third class of men cares for worldly possessions and for them the meditative worship of the Samhita is intended.

Chandogya Upanishad

The name is derived from ‘chandoga’, the name of certain priests specializing in the SamaVeda, the singers of the Saman.  It is one of the oldest and best-known Upanishads.  A well-known passage is the conversation between Satyakama Jabala and his mother, leading to the assertion that the status of the caste Brahmin is attained by character than by birth.  Aum, as the mystical symbol of loud (udgitha) chanting (saman) of Rig (hymns) Veda is explained.  The identity of the Self and the Brahman as one and the same as taught by philosopher Aruni is contained in this Upanishad.  This doctrine is expressed in the famous saying “Tat tvam asi” (That art thou). The interesting theory of creation pertaining to the cosmic-egg theory is also delineated here.

Brhadaranyaka Upanishad

The oldest and recognized as the most important of all the Upanishads, Brhadaranyaka derives its name from “great forest-book”.  It contains three kandas or sections.  The Madhu Kanda expounds the teachings of the basic identity of the induvidual and the Universal Self.  The greatest of Upanishadic philosophers, sage Yajnavalkya’s dialogues with his wife, Maitreyi are featured in the Muni Kanda (or Yajnavalkya Kanda).  The third is the Khila Kanda which deals with certain modes of worship and meditation.  

It is in this Upanishad the famous doctrine of “Neti, Neti” (“not this, not this”) appears, suggesting the indescribability of the Brahman, the Absolute.  It is possible to describe Brahman as what It is not but not as to what It is.  Yajnavalkaya makes an effort to define Brahman.  The three cardinal virtues of self-restraint (Damana), alms giving (Dana) and compassion (Daya) are also mentioned here (the three ‘Da’s).

Shvetashvatara Upanishad

Named after the sage, this is one of the later Upanishads.  It belongs to the Yajur Veda.  There is emphasis here, for the first time, on theism rather than Absolutism that is seen in other Upanishads.  The dualism of Sankhya philosophy that appeared later, namely purusha and prakriti are overcome, but many terms used in the Shvetashvatara Upanishad do occur in the Sankhya literature. Advaita philosophy (that later Shankara referred to), with the idea of maya (illusion) made by Ishvara, the manifested God finds a more clear expression in this doctrine.  The emphasis in this Upanishad is not on Brahman the Absloute but on the personal Ishvara, the omniscient and omnipotent manifested form of Brhaman.

Kaushitaki Upanishad

This Upanishad is a part of the Brahmanas of the Rig Veda.  Prana, the breathing spirit as the prime mover of the universe is taught by sage Kaushitaki.  Prana is also identified with intelligential-self (prajnatman), which is ageless, immortal and bliss.  Shankara refers to it in several places in his commentaries on the Brahma-sutra.

Maitri Upanishad

Also known as Matrayaniya Upanishad, it belongs to the Black Yajur Veda.  Sage Maitri describes two kind of Atman.  The ‘phenomenal’ or the ‘bhutatman’ reaping the fruits of good and bad karma is the changing self.  The ‘noumenal’ Atman is the Atman that is unaffected by the phenomenal world and abides “in its own greatness”.  This cannot be perceived by the senses but only can be intuited by the intellect.  The illusory character of the world and the transience of the phenomenal world implied to here suggest Buddhist thought and influence.

Maitri Upanishad is of much later date than the classical Upanishads.  Mention is made here of the Trimurthi concept of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva.  The three forms are traced to the three gunas, namely rajas, sattva and tamas.
Concludion

Aranyakas or Forest Text comes in between the Brahmanas and Upanishads and were composed in India about 700 BC.  Aranyakas are called the forest texts, because ascetics retreated into the forest to study the spiritual doctrines with their students, leading to less emphasis on the sacrificial rites that were still performed in the towns. They were transitional between the Brahmanas and the Upanishads in that they still discuss rites and have magical content, dull lists of formulas and some hymns from the Vedas as well as the early speculations and intellectual discussions that flowered in the Upanishads. The sages who took in students in their forest hermitages were not as wealthy as the Brahmins in the towns who served royalty and other wealthy patrons.

The Upanishads period really mark a major turning point in the development of Indian thought. They place meditation and mystical experience and the philosophical interpretation of its significance at the heart of the religious quest. They are not concerned merely with an intellectual quest for the Self, for the Real, the quest on which the sages are set is experiential. There are passages of sophisticated philosophical analysis and argument in the Upanishads, but in the end it is not intellectual conviction but lived realization that is the aim of Upanishad teaching.
The main themes of Upanishads as :
1. One set is the notion of karma and samsara—that after death all beings are born again, and that where one is reborn depends on one’s karma (and thus the differing places in the social order are all validated by karma).  This process is ongoing, and is seen (at least by philosophical types) as a terrifying fate from which one should seek to escape. 

2. The other central set of ideas is that of brahman and atman—Brahman as the source of all things, atman as the heart of each living being, and the notion that that the two are identical.  To really know this identity (not just intellectually, but completely) is believed to be one of the paths leading to the end of reincarnation.

3. Another important idea is the notion of asceticism (voluntary physical privation or deprivation), which is believed to give supernormal powers or awareness.  The people practicing such asceticism were the “counterculture” of their time (it was nothing like the cult of sacrifice), and Basham seems persuasive when he suggests that these revolutionary ideas came out of their milieu.
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