
ऐतररीय  उपननिषदद
Aitareya Upaniṣad

Chapter 1, Section 1, Mantra 1

ॐ आतत्मा वत्मा इदममेक एवत्माग्र आसरीतद ।
नित्मान्यतद नकञ्चनि नमषतद  
स  ईक्षत ललोकत्मानन ससृजत्मा इनत॥१॥

Om ātmā vā idameka evāgra āsīt.
Nānyat kiṅcana miṣat.
Sa īkṣata lokānnu sṛjā iti (1)

The upaniṣad  begins by introducing the truth it wants to reveal.  The karma, 
upāsana and karma-upāsana have already been covered under the chapter 3,4 
and 5 of the Aitareya Brāhmaṇa and Āraṇyaka portions.  Someone who has 
studied those portions and practiced those rituals and meditations has 
understood that this is not what I want.  I know what results karma-s give and
the results of practicing upāsana-s.  I do not want all that.  I have understood, 
यतद कसृतककं ततद अननित्यमद, whatever is produced as a result of karma is perishable.  I 
do not want that.  I want the highest knowledge. 

Therefore now the upaniṣad  portion begins.  What is that truth?   Ātmā!  The
main aim of the upaniṣad  is to reveal ātmā  because ātma jñānena there is 
puruṣārtha prāpti, tarati śokam ātmavit, the one who knows the Self, crosses 
over sorrow.  Therefore, the upaniṣad wants to reveal ātmā and this truth is 
introduced here pratijña rūpena.  This is often done in most of the upaniṣad-s.
In Taittirīya upaniṣad it is said brahmavidāpnoti param.  So it begins with 
brahman.  If you take chāndogya, sadeva saumya idamagra āsīt, 
ekamevādvidīyam.  That introduces the main topic.  Sometimes the word 
brahman is used, sometimes the word ātmā is used.  In this context the word 
ātmā is used.  The meaning of the word ātmā should be understood as 



brahman.  Why do I specify that?  When you say ātmā, you may ask which 
one is it, jīvātmā or paramātmā?  The upaniṣad does not specify it, so doubt 
may come which one is it?  So we should make it clear it is the paramātmā.  
Knowledge of jīvātmā will not liberate you.   By knowing the biography of  
jīvātmā, we are not going to cross saṁsāra.  So by the word ātmā, paramātmā 
must be understood.  

Āpnoti iti ātmā, that which pervades is ātmā, this is the first definition of 
ātmā.  The second definition is ādatte, that which resolves everything at the 
time of pralaya to itself.  Thirdly, ātmā is that which alone experiences 
everything as awareness, caitanya rūpena.  The fourth derivation is that which 
ever exists.  We may appear and disappear, but ātmā will always be there.  Of 
these four, we will take the first one, āpnoti first.  

What is this ātmā?  He says, idam ātmā āsīt.  Idam means this, the universe.  
Whatever you see right in front of your eyes, that is called idam.  What is that,
the whole cosmos!  Idam jagat ātmā āsīt.  This universe is the subject of the 
sentence.   This universe was the ātmā.  When?  Agre!   Agre means sṛṣṭeḥ 
pūrvam, prāg sṛṣṭeḥ before the origination of the universe.  This universe was 
existing as ātmā before.  That means that which is appearing now in front of 
us as the universe, that was existing before creation in the form of ātmā.  We 
should understand ātmā and the world are not different.  Ātmā and the world 
are not different.  That which is jagat now was ātmā before.  Therefore 
between ātmā and jagat there is only a difference in terms of time, not in 
terms of substance.  If two things are different in terms of time, the 
relationship between them is that of kāraṇa - kārya bhāvaḥ, cause and effect.  
Kārya and kāraṇa are essentially identical and the difference is only in terms of
kāla, time.  Kāraṇam pūrvam āsīt, tadeva idānīṁ kārya rūpena upalabhyate.  
The cause was there before and now it is there in the form of effect.  Yad 
idānīṁ kārya rūpena upalabhyate, tadeva pūrvam kāraṇa rūpena āsīt.  What is 
now obtained as the effect was there before as the cause.



So it is clear that ātmā and jagat are essentially one and the same.  Before 
creation it was in the form of paramātmā, now it is in the form of jagat.  So 
jagat eva paramātmā āsīt, there is no difference between the two.  Then why 
do we use two different words?  Even though the substance is one and the 
same, before creation, it was in kāraṇa avasthā.  After creation, it is in kārya 
avasthā.  Being in two different avasthā-s, states, they get two different names.
The one and the same water, when it is in solid state it is called ice, in liquid 
state it is called water and in gaseous state it is called steam.  Just as water has 
three distinct names in keeping with three distinct states, any substance can 
have different names in different states.  With this reasoning we arrive at the 
conclusion, paramātmā is jagat kāraṇam. 

When I say paramātmā is jagat kāraṇam, to which kāraṇam am I referring, the
material or the intelligent cause?  Whenever we talk about kārya-kāraṇayoḥ 
abhedaḥ, the non-difference is only between kārya and upādāna kāraṇam, the 
effect and the material cause.  Ornaments and gold are one and the same; pots
and clay are one and the same.  Paramātmā is the upādāna kāraṇam, material 
cause that is now manifesting as the kārya, the effect.  Ornaments and the 
goldsmith or the pots and the potter cannot be one and the same.  We know 
that.  When it comes to paramātmā, is it the same?  Now what type of 
paramātmā was it?  A lot of inquiry is there.  Śaṅkarācārya's commentary is 
long; Ananda Giri's notes on that commentary are even longer.  So much 
analysis is there for just the first two lines.  

That paramātmā was  एककः एव, ekaḥ eva, one alone.  Ekaḥ indicates svagata 
bheda rahitaḥ, that which does not have divisions within itself, parts within 
itself.  For example if you take our body, there are so many parts with 
intrinsic differences, like the head, hands, legs, face with eyes, nose, ears and 
so on.  So within the body itself there are intrinsic differences and that 
difference is called svagata bheda.  In a tree there is svagata bheda in the form 
of the trunk, branches, leaves, fruits and so on.  By using the word ekaḥ, the 



upaniṣad indicates that Brahman does not have intrinsic differences.  If it had 
parts, it would have been subject to divisions later.  Since it does not have 
such divisions, it is part-less.  Ekaḥ means that which is ever ekaḥ, ever one.  
A seed cannot be said to ekaḥ, because a seed can become a tree and through 
that become many seeds.  That which can multiply into many cannot be 
called ekaḥ because many is potentially there.  So ekaḥ means that which was 
one, which is one and will ever be one, indivisible and part-less.   

The  word eva now.  Eva indicates sajātīya bheda rahitam.  Sajātīya bheda is 
the difference within the same species, say one human being and another 
human being.  People are of different ethnicity, different race, and so on.  
There are different  trees, apple, orange, mango etc.  This difference within 
the same specie is called sajātīya bheda.  Ātmā is sajātīya svagata bheda 
rahitaḥ, bereft of difference within a specie or in itself.  This means there 
cannot be two ātmā s.  Ātmā is ekaḥ eva, one only!  OK, but is there vijātīya 
bheda, difference between one specie and another specie?  Take space for 
example.  Space has no parts.  It is one homogeneous entity.  North, east, 
west, south or up and down or any such directions is not there for space.  We 
create directions with a point of reference.  So for space svagata bhedaḥ nāsti. 
What about sajātīya bhedaḥ?   Obviously no, because space is only one.  
However, space is subject to vijātīya bheda.  In addition to space there are 
other elements such as air, fire, water and earth.  So other species are there 
and there are differences among them.  For paramātmā there is no vijātīya 
bhedaḥ also.  Other than paramātmā there is nothing else.  

Now the question may arise that we are all there, distinct from paramātmā, 
what about that?  This upaniṣad takes that question head on first and posits 
that there is absolutely nothing else other than paramātmā regardless of 
whether it is jīva or jagat, Īśvara, cetana or acetana.  So the upaniṣad ascertains
here, नित्मान्यतद नकञ्चनि नमषतद, nānyat kiṅcana miṣat, there was nothing else.  Vijātīya 
vastu api na āsīt.  Miṣat here literally means that which has activity implying 



cetana vastu, sentient beings.  Miṣ means winking of the eye and that is 
indicative of activity. Śaṅkarācārya says, you should include amiṣat also.  So 
sentient beings or inert things, movable or immovable, no such things are 
there.  Then what was there?   Paramātmā ekaḥ eva, इदमद अग्र आसरीतद, idam agra 
āsīt.  So what is the conclusion?  Sajātīya, vijātīya, svagata bheda rahita vastu 
eva āsīt.  That entity is jagat kāraṇam, that alone is manifesting as sajātīya, 
vijātīya, svagata bheda sahita jagat, as the universe with all three differences, 
inherent, within species and inter-species.  

What does that paramātmā do?  स ईक्षत, sa īkṣata, īkṣata is grammatically 
wrong, it should be aikṣata, but do not correct.  Ṛṣī-s have the license to 
change grammar also.  You understand it as aikṣata.  That paramātmā, please 
remember all the discussions about paramātmā, he saw!  What did he see?  
What is there to see?  It has already been said, he alone was there and nothing
else was there?  So the question comes, what can paramātmā see?  There is 
nothing else other than paramātmā, so seeing means mental visualization.  So 
aikṣata means manasa asaṅkalpayat, mentally imagined.  We also, before doing
anything visualize mentally.  So Bhagavān also did the same.  In Taittarīya, so 
kāmayata bahusyām prajā yeyeti, here also, saḥ aikṣata.  

What did he visualize?  ललोकत्मानन ससृजत्मा इनत, lokānnu sṛjā iti, let me create the whole 
universe!  Thus he visualized.  From this we get a very valuable lesson.  Not 
only is paramātmā, the upādāna kāraṇam, he is also the nimitta kāraṇam.  
Since he visualized the creation, paramātmā is the nimitta kāraṇam, the 
intelligent cause as well.  Visualization is possible only for an intelligent being.
It is the goldsmith who visualizes the ornament, not the gold.  It is the 
carpenter who is capable of visualizing what furniture can be made out of a 
piece of wood.  So visualization is always done by a cetana nimitta kāraṇam.  
Paramātmā visualizes and so he is the cetana nimitta kāraṇam.  Therefore the  
conclusion is paramātmā eva abhinna nimitta upādāna kāraṇam.  He is the 
intelligent cause.  He is the material cause.  



How is it possible?  We do not see a carpenter who is the wood also!  We do 
not see a goldsmith who is gold also!  Are you talking about an impossibility?
No, yatorṇanābhiḥ sṛjate gṛhṇate ca, thank God for the spider.  With the 
spider example this great Truth is revealed.  It is difficult to find another 
example.  With great struggle we come up with the dream as the second 
example.  I alone am the intelligent cause for the dream and I am also the 
material cause for the dream.  So the Lord visualized the creation of the 
universe.  Next how the creation comes about will be discussed. 

When the upaniṣad says paramātmā is the cause of the creation, and the 
creation came out of paramātmā, the question is whether the creation really 
comes or is it only an apparent creation?  Satyam vā jagat, atavā mithyā vā 
jagat iti, is the world real or is it an illusion?  Most people accept creation as 
real!  Tārkika-s, sāṅkhya-s, pūrva mīmāṁsaka-s, all of them accept creation as 
real.  Dvaitin-s accept creation as real.  Their argument is that creation has to 
be real because we are solidly experiencing it.  You are directly experiencing 
the world, where is the question of any doubts about it being real or an 
illusion?   Creation has indeed come out of the Lord.  For coming to such a 
conclusion, they take the support of śruti also.  They say, if you have any 
doubt, just look in the śruti.  Veda itself says creation has come out of Īśvara. 
If Īśvara is real, the world that has come out of Īśvara should also be real.  
They contend that whenever veda talks about creation, it never says it is 
unreal or that it is mithyā.  Tasmādvā etasmādātmana ākāśassaṁbhūtaḥ, it 
does not say mithyā ākāśassaṁbhūtaḥ.  So they say creation is real.  Since they
take the support of the śruti for their contention, we have to do deep inquiry 
to ascertain whether what they say is correct or if creation is an illusion.

We have many reasons.  Śaṅkarācārya wherever opportunity comes, he surely 
hammers this idea.  Since it is a central theme we will see the reasons that are 
strewn all over the Śaṅkara bhāṣya.  The first thing is, if the creation has really
come out of the Lord, then the first problem will be that the Lord will be 



savikāraḥ, Lord will be subject to changes.  Upaniṣad-s clearly state that ātmā, 
paramātmā is kūṭhsthaḥ, nirvikāraḥ.   Paramātmā then will not be changeless. 
If paramātmā is kāraṇam, if the creation has really come out the kāraṇam will 
have to undergo modification to produce the kārya.  The seed will have to 
undergo a change to become a tree.  Milk undergoes a change to become 
curds.  Similarly paramātmā changes to become the creation, to have states 
such as kāraṇa and kārya.  Then the upaniṣad's position that paramātmā is 
changeless will become invalid.  This is the first flaw.

The second flaw is, in case paramātmā is subject to modifications, then one 
day paramātmā also will perish.  We are working for immortality.  For that we
want to join paramātmā.  Alas that paramātmā is perishable now!  So if 
paramātmā is savikāraḥ, how is liberation possible?  This is the second flaw.  
Next one, these are all very technical.  If creation has really come out of 
paramātmā, creation will become a fact.  It will become real!  Fact is defined 
as that which can not be negated.  A fact cannot be negated by anyone. 
Paramātmā being satyam, it will never be negated by śruti.  No where in śruti
will you find a statement like paramātmā nāstiḥ.  Similarly if creation really 
has come out of paramātmā, śruti can never negate it later.  We do find that 
in later portions, the very śruti negates the creation.  It clearly says, neha 
nānāsti kiñcana, there is no creation at all.  Na bhūmirāpo na vahnhirasti, na 
anilo na ambaram, no earth or water or fire or air or space.  If the creation 
had really come out of paramātmā, śruti would not have dared to negate it 
later.  It has done so.  So it is clear that creation has not come out of 
paramātmā.   

Another reason, if creation has really come out and dvaitam is reality, 
knowing dvaitam is the right knowledge.  If one has the right knowledge, 
veda must praise him.  What does veda do?   Mṛtyoḥ mṛtyumāpnoti ya iva 
nāneva paśyati, whoever takes dvaita as real, he goes from death to death!  
Thus śruti condemns in very strong terms the dvaita dṛṣṭi.  If creation is real, 



dvaitam is real, dvaita dṛṣṭi cannot be condemned.  The very fact dvaita dṛṣṭi 
is condemned shows dvaitam is not there, creation is not there at all!    

One more, you say creation is talked about, we ask you a simple question, do 
you know about creation or not?  Be careful when you answer this simple 
question.  You will be wrong regardless of how you answer.  These are all 
mīmāṁsaka analysis, very technical in nature.  If you know creation, then 
śruti cannot be the pramāṇa for creation because śruti is a pramāṇa for 
something that is not known to you.  Śruti is not necessary for revealing 
something that is already known to me.  So any sentence that reveals a known
idea, all such sentences are called invalid statements.  Those śruti statements 
are dismissed as arthavāda vākya-s, anuvāda vākya-s, apramāṇa vākya-s.  So any
statement that talks about creation being real is an invalid statement.  

On the other hand, if you say, I do not know how creation came about.  
None of us have seen how space was created, and how air came from that and
all that sequence.  Then you can say śruti is pramāṇa for knowing creation.  
Then also we do not accept that creation is real.  One other mīmāṁsaka 
condition, if śruti is pramāṇa vākya, and it is revealing a new thing to you, 
then it should talk about a phalam for that knowledge.  What is the benefit by
getting that knowledge?  Teaching something without any benefit is a futile 
exercise.  It is useless.  If creation is a new topic taught by śruti, and if it really
wants to reveal about creation, it must talk about its prayojana.  For creation, 
śruti gives no prayojana at all.  So śruti cannot teach creation as something 
real.  

Next, suppose creation is a fact.  The fact should be the same under all 
conditions.  If creation is a fact, in all upaniṣad-s creation should be talked 
about in the same fashion.  In all places the sequence of creation and so on 
should be described in the same way.  First came the space followed by air, 
fire, water and earth in that order.  What we find is that from upaniṣad  to  
upaniṣad, the description is different.  This is called vigānam, discordance, 



disparity.  There is no concordance, consistency.  In one upaniṣad  space is 
said to have come first and in another fire.  In Praśna, mithuna utpatti is 
talked about.  Nowhere else that is mentioned.  In the upaniṣad  that we are 
studying now will see something really peculiar about creation.  What we see 
is that from upaniṣad  to upaniṣad, the description of creation is different.  
This shows that śruti does not want to say that there is real creation.  If there 
is a real creation, there will be uniformity in description.  There will be 
samanvayaḥ.  Contrast that with tattvamasi, the discussion everywhere is the 
same.  All upaniṣad -s uniformly say, if you take Ṛg veda, there is prajñānam 
brahma, Yajur veda, aham brahmāsmi, Sāma veda, tattvamasi, Atharvaṇa veda,
ayamātma brahma.  Wherever there is a fact, all upaniṣad-s are uniform.  In 
creation there is no uniformity and therefore creation cannot be a fact.  

Last, one more argument.  Suppose creation has come out of paramātmā, and 
now we have all become jīvātmā.  Then what can upaniṣad  say?  It will say, 
one upon a time you were paramātmā, whereas now you are not!  Creation 
has come.  The previous paramātmā now is the miserable jīvātmā and the 
jagat.  Then paramātmatvam becomes past glory.  When you address a tree, 
you cannot say you are a seed, but you can only say you were a seed.  You 
have to use the past tense only.  Similarly we can just say you were Brahman. 
The teaching would have been that you were Brahman.  But what does the 
upaniṣad say?   It says, tattvamasi, that you are and not that you were.  Now 
also, even at this moment you are Brahman.  You may be crying and weeping,
I am so miserable, śruti still says, you are satcitānanda, ever blissful Brahman. 
Therefore creation does not take place, it is not real.    

You may then ask the question, why does the upaniṣad  say idam agra āsīt, it 
uses the past tense, why?  It should only say ātmā vā idam asti.  If I tell you, 
you were very intelligent, that means you are not intelligent now!  You were 
beautiful means you are ugly now.  If now also paramātmā is, why should 
śruti say ātmā was?  The reason is as follows.  If in the beginning itself if we 



say there is no creation, there is no dvaitam, that will not sit well with the 
student that has come with such a strong dvaita vāsana, that he strongly 
believes in creation, his miserable state is very real and so on.  He will not 
believe anything contrary to that.  To keep the student engaged and then 
slowly turn him around, the śruti says that.  

It is only a strategy to slowly bring the student around to the Truth.  Even 
though there is indeed no creation, paramātma is introduced here as jagat 
kāraṇam.  The first line indicated the upādhāna kāraṇam.  The second line, sa
aikṣata indicated nimitta kāraṇam.  Thus paramātma is introduced as the 
abhinna nimitta upādhāna kāraṇam, both the intelligent and the material 
cause of creation.  Even though the upaniṣad declares that paramātma is the 
jagat kāraṇam, we should not take statement very seriously because upon 
inquiry we find really speaking paramātma cannot be the kāraṇam.  We have 
seen the reasons earlier.  Paramātma cannot undergo any change is the 
primary reason.  Therefore this sṛṣṭi portion of creation should be taken only 
as a temporary statement.  The ultimate view of vedānta is that no creation 
has come out of paramātma.  The first stage of teaching is that paramātma is  
kāraṇam and jagat is kāryam.  The ultimate teaching is paramātma is not the 
kāraṇam and no kāryam has come out of paramātma.   

na nirodhaḥ na ca utpattiḥ na baddho na sādhakaḥ 
na mumukṣur na mumukṣaḥ ityeṣā paramārthataḥ

This is said in māṇḏukya and the best statement revealing this fact is the 
kaṭhopaniṣad statement na jāyate mṛyate vā kadācit, nāyam kutaścinna 
babhuva kaścit.  Paramātma did not come from anywhere and nothing came 
out of paramātma.   That is the ultimate teaching, but at the introductory 
level the teaching is that the creation came out of paramātma.  

Now the question may come that if you say that the ultimate fact is no 
creation has come out of paramātma, then how do you account for our 



experience of the creation?  The final teaching of vedānta is that no creation 
has come out of paramātma.  If that is the fact, how do you account for our 
pratyakṣa anubhava where we experience the creation.  Does the vedānta 
teaching not contradict our perceptual experience?  Then we say that we have
to understand the vedānta teaching in keeping with our experience.  You 
have to give validity to both or in other words you have to reconcile the 
apparent  differences.  Our experience, pratyakṣa pramāṇa is solid.  So also 
the authenticity of vedānta pramāṇa.  You cannot dismiss the śāstra pramāṇa.  
At the same time our direct experience is also very strong to be dismissed.  So
what should we do?  We have to interpret in such a way that both of them 
can be happily reconciled.  

What is the method to reconcile the difference?  That method is to say that 
the creation is mithyā, an illusion!  Mithyā is available for experience, but it is 
not factually there.  Creation is available for experience and yet is not really 
there.  Therefore it is mithyā, an illusion!   So many examples can be given, 
the sunrise and sunset, mirage, flat earth, stationary earth, blue sky, blue 
waters of the ocean, all these are our experience.  They are not the facts.  So 
what can we say about them?  They are only an illusion!   So also is creation, 
is available for direct experience, but it is not a fact according to śāstra 
pramāṇa.  So the creation is mithyā, an illusion!  So paramātma is the 
kāraṇam for mithyā creation!  That is the idea here, sa īkṣata imān lokān.  
What kind of loka?   Mithyā loka!  This creation has only vyavahārika satya, 
empirical reality.  Sṛjā iti, thus the creation is visualized, īkṣata, by the Lord.   


