Online at: www.multiarticlesjournal.com

International Journal of Contemporary Research in Multidisciplinary; 2023: 2(2): 53-62

ISSN No. 2583-7397

of

Contemporary Research

Multidisciplinary

Research Paper

A Study of Epistemology as Propounded in Vedanta Philosophy

Author(s): Dr. Anil Rawat”

Assistant Professor, Department of Education, Meerut Institute of Engineering and Technology, Meerut, Uttar Pradesh, India

Corresponding Author: * Dr. Anil Rawat
Abstract

Vedanta philosophy occupies a central position in Indian philosophical thought,
particularly due to its profound engagement with epistemological questions concerning
the nature, sources, validity, and purpose of knowledge. Epistemology (Jnana
Mimamsa) in Vedanta is not confined to cognitive inquiry alone; rather, it is
intrinsically connected with metaphysics and the pursuit of liberation (Moksha). The
present paper offers a conceptual and critical study of epistemology as propounded in
Vedanta philosophy, with special reference to the concepts of knowledge (Jnana),
ignorance (Avidya), means of valid knowledge (Pramanas), and liberative realisation
(Brahma-Jnana).

The study examines the hierarchical structure of knowledge in Vedanta, distinguishing
between empirical (Vyavaharika) and absolute (Paramarthika) knowledge, and
highlights the limitations of sensory perception and inference in apprehending ultimate
reality. Particular emphasis is placed on Shabda Pramana (scriptural testimony) as a
distinctive epistemological feature of Vedantic thought. The paper further undertakes a
comparative analysis of the epistemological positions of Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, and
Dvaita Vedanta, revealing both their shared foundations and philosophical divergences.
The findings suggest that Vedantic epistemology presents a holistic model of
knowledge in which intellectual understanding culminates in direct experiential
realisation. By integrating reason, experience, and revelation, Vedanta offers a
transformative epistemological framework that remains relevant to contemporary
discussions in philosophy, consciousness studies, and education. The paper concludes
that Vedantic epistemology constitutes a significant and enduring contribution to global
philosophical discourse.
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INTRODUCTION

Epistemology, the philosophical inquiry into the nature,
sources, validity, and scope of knowledge, occupies a
foundational position in all major philosophical traditions. In
Indian philosophy, epistemology—commonly referred to as
Jnana-Mimamsa—is inseparably connected with
metaphysical and soteriological concerns. Knowledge is not

Vedanta
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merely an intellectual enterprise but a transformative force
that leads the individual from ignorance (A4vidya) to liberation
(Moksha). Among the various schools of Indian philosophy,
presents
comprehensive epistemological frameworks.

one of the most profound and
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Vedanta philosophy derives its authority primarily from the
Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Brahma Sutras—
collectively known as the Prasthanatrayi. These texts not
only explore the ultimate nature of reality (Brahman) and the
self (Atman) but also systematically analyse the process
through which truth is known. Unlike empirical or purely
rationalist epistemologies, Vedantic epistemology integrates
perception, reasoning, scriptural testimony, and direct
realization into a coherent philosophical system.

The central epistemological concern of Vedanta is the
problem of ignorance. According to Vedantic thinkers,
human suffering and bondage arise due to a fundamental
misunderstanding of reality. The individual erroneously
identifies the self with the body, mind, and ego, thereby
remaining trapped in the cycle of birth and death (Samsara).
Knowledge, therefore, is not optional but essential. It is
knowledge alone that destroys ignorance and reveals the true
nature of the self as non-different from Brahman.

A distinctive feature of Vedantic epistemology is its
hierarchical understanding of knowledge. Vedanta recognizes
empirical or transactional knowledge (Vyavaharika Jnana),
which governs everyday life, and absolute knowledge
(Paramarthika Jnana), which reveals the ultimate truth.
While empirical knowledge is necessary for practical
existence, it is ultimately limited and provisional. Absolute
knowledge, on the other hand, leads to self-realization and
liberation. This distinction sets Vedanta apart from many
Western epistemological models that often remain confined
to empirical verification or logical coherence.

Another significant contribution of Vedanta to epistemology
lies in its theory of Pramanas (means of valid knowledge).
Vedantic philosophers generally accept six pramanas—
perception (Pratyaksha), inference (Anumana), comparison
(Upamana),  postulation  (Arthapatti),  non-cognition
(Anupalabdhi), and verbal testimony (Shabda). Among these,
Shabda Pramana, particularly the testimony of the
Upanishads, occupies a supreme position, as the nature of
Brahman transcends sensory perception and logical inference.
This emphasis on scriptural knowledge does not negate
reason but rather places it within a broader epistemic
framework.

The epistemological discourse in Vedanta also varies across
its major sub-schools—Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, and Dvaita.
Advaita Vedanta, propounded by Adi Shankaracharya,
asserts that knowledge alone is sufficient for liberation and
emphasizes non-dual realization. Vishishtadvaita Vedanta,
associated with Ramanujacharya, integrates knowledge with
devotion and divine grace. Dvaita Vedanta, founded by
Madhvacharya, maintains a strict distinction between the
individual soul and God, assigning a significant role to
devotional knowledge. These differences enrich Vedantic
epistemology and demonstrate its internal philosophical
diversity.

In the contemporary academic context, Vedantic
epistemology continues to attract scholarly attention due to
its relevance in fields such as philosophy of mind,
consciousness  studies, education, and comparative
philosophy. Its holistic approach challenges the reductionist
tendencies of modern epistemology and offers an alternative
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vision in which knowledge is deeply connected with ethical
living and spiritual realization.

The present paper aims to undertake a conceptual and critical
study of epistemology as propounded in Vedanta philosophy.
It seeks to analyze the nature of knowledge, the means of
valid cognition, and the role of knowledge in liberation, while
also examining the epistemological perspectives of major
Vedantic schools. Through this study, the paper attempts to
highlight the enduring philosophical significance of Vedantic
epistemology in both classical and contemporary discourse.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The epistemological dimensions of Vedanta philosophy have
been a central theme in Indian philosophical scholarship as
well as in comparative philosophical studies. Scholars have
approached Vedantic epistemology from metaphysical,
logical, theological, and experiential perspectives,
highlighting its distinct contribution to the philosophy of
knowledge. The existing literature reveals that Vedanta offers
a holistic epistemological framework in which knowledge is
inseparably linked with liberation (Moksha).

One of the earliest systematic expositions of Vedantic
philosophy is found in the works of Adi Shankaracharya,
particularly his commentaries on the Upanishads, Brahma
Sutras, and Bhagavad Gita. Shankaracharya emphasizes that
ignorance (Avidya) is the fundamental cause of bondage and
that knowledge (Jnana) alone is capable of removing this
ignorance. According to him, valid knowledge arises
primarily through Shabda Pramana, especially the
Upanishadic revelations, which disclose the non-dual nature
of reality (Shankaracharya, trans. 1994). His epistemology
underscores the self-luminous nature of consciousness
(Svayam-Prakasha) and rejects the ultimate validity of
empirical knowledge.

Radhakrishnan (1951) provides a comprehensive
interpretation of Vedantic epistemology by situating it within
the broader framework of Indian philosophy. He argues that
Vedanta does not deny empirical knowledge but assigns it a
relative status. For Radhakrishnan, Vedantic knowledge
culminates in intuitive realization rather than discursive
reasoning. His work bridges Indian and Western
philosophical traditions and presents Vedantic epistemology
as a spiritual yet rational system of thought. He further
emphasizes that Vedanta integrates reason, experience, and
revelation, making it a balanced epistemological model.
Dasgupta (1992) offers a detailed historical analysis of
Indian philosophical schools, including Vedanta. He critically
examines the epistemological assumptions underlying
Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, and Dvaita Vedanta. Dasgupta
highlights that while all Vedantic schools accept multiple
Pramanas, they differ significantly in their interpretation of
the nature and function of knowledge. His work is
particularly valuable in understanding how epistemology
evolves within Vedanta without losing its foundational
metaphysical commitments.

The epistemological role of Pramanas in Vedanta has been
extensively discussed by Chatterjee and Datta (1984). They
argue that Vedanta adopts a pluralistic epistemology,
recognizing perception, inference, and testimony as valid



means of knowledge. However, they note that scriptural
testimony holds a privileged position because it reveals truths
that are inaccessible to sensory perception and logical
inference. Their analysis clarifies the methodological
structure of Vedantic epistemology and its reliance on
authoritative sources.

Sharma (2000) presents a critical survey of Indian
philosophy and devotes significant attention to Vedantic
epistemology. He emphasizes that knowledge in Vedanta is
not merely propositional but transformative. According to
Sharma, Vedantic epistemology transcends the subject-object
dichotomy and leads to a direct realization of reality. His
interpretation highlights the experiential dimension of
Vedantic knowledge, which distinguishes it from many
Western epistemological theories.

Comparative studies have also explored Vedantic
epistemology in relation to Western philosophy. Deutsch
(1969) compares Advaita Vedanta with contemporary
Western epistemology and phenomenology. He argues that
Advaita offers a unique perspective on consciousness and
knowledge by rejecting the dualism between knower and
known. Deutsch’s work is significant for establishing
Vedanta as a serious interlocutor in global philosophical
discourse.

The epistemological framework of Vishishtadvaita
Vedanta, as propounded by Ramanujacharya, has been
analyzed by scholars such as Yamunacharya and
Ramanuja (trans. 1988). They argue that while knowledge
is essential for liberation, it must be complemented by
devotion (Bhakti) and divine grace. Unlike Advaita,
Vishishtadvaita affirms the reality of the world and individual
souls, thereby assigning a more positive role to empirical
knowledge. This perspective introduces a theistic dimension
into Vedantic epistemology.

Similarly, Dvaita Vedanta, founded by Madhvacharya,
presents a distinct epistemological position that emphasizes
dualism between God and the soul. Scholars like Sharma
(1962) point out that Madhva accepts multiple Pramanas but
insists that knowledge must ultimately affirm the ontological
difference between the divine and the individual self. In this
framework, knowledge supports devotion and ethical living
rather than dissolving individuality altogether.

Modern scholars have also examined the relevance of
Vedantic epistemology in contemporary disciplines. Raju
(1985) argues that Vedantic epistemology can contribute
significantly to modern discussions on consciousness and
selthood. He highlights that Vedanta’s emphasis on self-
knowledge challenges materialistic and reductionist
epistemologies. Similarly, Mohanty (2000) explores the
phenomenological aspects of Indian epistemology and finds
striking parallels between Vedantic thought and Husserlian
phenomenology.

In the field of education and psychology, Vedantic
epistemology has been interpreted as a model of holistic
learning. Aurobindo (1997) emphasizes that true knowledge
involves the integration of intellectual, emotional, and
spiritual dimensions. His interpretation extends Vedantic
epistemology beyond philosophy into practical pedagogy and
human development.
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Despite the richness of existing scholarship, several gaps
remain in the literature. Many studies focus either on

metaphysical doctrines or on isolated epistemological
concepts without offering an integrated analysis of
knowledge, Pramanas, and liberation within Vedanta.

Moreover, comparative analyses among the major Vedantic
schools often lack a unified epistemological framework.
There is also a need for more contemporary reinterpretations
of Vedantic epistemology in the context of modern
philosophical debates.

The present study seeks to address these gaps by providing a
comprehensive and critical examination of epistemology as
propounded in Vedanta philosophy. By synthesizing classical
sources with modern interpretations, this paper aims to
present Vedantic epistemology as a coherent and relevant
philosophical system that continues to inform contemporary
thought.

3. Conceptual Foundations of Epistemology in Vedanta
The epistemological foundations of Vedanta philosophy are
deeply rooted in its metaphysical vision of reality. Unlike
epistemological theories that treat knowledge as an isolated
cognitive activity, Vedanta situates knowledge within a
broader ontological and soteriological framework.
Knowledge (Jnana) is not merely a means to understand the
world; it is the fundamental instrument for realizing the true
nature of existence and attaining liberation (Moksha).
Consequently, Vedantic epistemology cannot be separated
from its conception of reality (Brahman), self (Atman), and
ignorance (Avidya).

At the core of Vedantic epistemology lies the assumption that
reality is knowable and that ignorance, rather than reality
itself, is responsible for human suffering. Vedanta begins
with the premise that the ultimate reality, Brahman, is of the
nature of pure consciousness (Chit). Knowledge, therefore, is
not an external attribute imposed upon reality but an intrinsic
aspect of it. The Upanishadic declaration “Satyam Jnanam
Anantam Brahma” affirms that truth and knowledge are
inseparable from the absolute reality. This ontological
grounding distinguishes Vedantic epistemology from
empiricist traditions that derive knowledge solely from
sensory experience.

A fundamental concept underlying Vedantic epistemology is
Avidya (ignorance). Ignorance is not merely the absence of
knowledge but a positive misapprehension of reality.
According to Vedanta, the individual mistakenly identifies
the self with the body, mind, and ego, thereby perceiving
multiplicity where there is unity. This epistemic error results
in bondage (Bandha) and perpetuates the cycle of birth and
death (Samsara). Knowledge, in this context, functions as a
corrective force that removes ignorance and reveals the true
nature of the self.

Vedanta also introduces a hierarchical model of reality and
knowledge. This hierarchy is commonly expressed through
the distinction between Vyavaharika Satya (empirical reality)
and Paramarthika Satya (absolute reality). Correspondingly,
knowledge operates at different levels. Empirical knowledge
governs practical life and social interactions, while absolute
knowledge leads to self-realization. This layered
epistemology allows Vedanta to acknowledge the pragmatic



value of empirical knowledge without granting it ultimate
validity.

Another significant conceptual foundation of Vedantic
epistemology is the theory of consciousness as self-luminous
(Svayam-Prakasha). Consciousness does not require another
means to reveal it; it reveals both itself and other objects.
Knowledge, therefore, is not produced by consciousness but
manifested through it. This view challenges representational
theories of knowledge and affirms that the self is the ultimate
knower. Such an understanding has profound implications for
epistemology, as it redefines the relationship between the
knower, the known, and the process of knowing.

Language and revelation play a crucial role in Vedantic
epistemology. While perception and inference are accepted as
valid means of knowledge in empirical matters, Vedanta
assigns a privileged status to scriptural testimony (Shabda
Pramana) in matters concerning Brahman. The Upanishads
are considered authoritative because they convey truths that
transcend sensory experience and logical inference. However,
this reliance on scripture does not negate rational inquiry.
Rather, reason is employed to interpret and internalize
scriptural teachings, leading to direct realization.

Vedantic epistemology also emphasizes the distinction
between indirect knowledge (Paroksha Jnana) and direct
knowledge (Aparoksha Jnana). Scriptural study and
intellectual  understanding  initially provide indirect
knowledge of Brahman. This knowledge must eventually
culminate in direct realization, wherein the distinction
between the knower and the known dissolves. Thus,
knowledge in Vedanta progresses from conceptual
understanding to experiential insight.

The role of the teacher (Guru) is another foundational aspect
of Vedantic epistemology. Knowledge is traditionally
transmitted through a dialogical process involving listening
(Shravana), reflection (Manana), and deep contemplation
(Nididhyasana). This pedagogical framework underscores the
experiential and transformative nature of knowledge. The
epistemic authority of the teacher is derived not merely from
intellectual mastery but from personal realization of truth.
Different Vedantic schools interpret these foundational
concepts in distinct ways, yet they share a common
epistemological orientation. Advaita Vedanta emphasizes
non-dual realization and regards empirical distinctions as
ultimately illusory. Vishishtadvaita and Dvaita Vedanta,
while affirming the reality of the world and individual souls,
still uphold knowledge as essential for liberation. These
variations demonstrate the flexibility and depth of Vedantic
epistemology while maintaining its core philosophical
commitments.

In contemporary philosophical discourse, the conceptual
foundations of Vedantic epistemology offer valuable insights
into debates on consciousness, selfthood, and the limits of
empirical knowledge. Its emphasis on self-luminous
consciousness and transformative knowledge challenges
reductionist epistemologies and invites a re-examination of
the nature and purpose of knowledge. Vedanta thus presents
an epistemological model that is both philosophically
rigorous and spiritually profound.
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In summary, the conceptual foundations of epistemology in
Vedanta rest upon a coherent integration of metaphysics,
psychology, and soteriology. Knowledge is grounded in the
nature of reality itself, operates through multiple means, and
culminates in liberation. This integrated framework continues
to provide a rich resource for philosophical inquiry and
interdisciplinary research.

4. Nature and Levels of Knowledge in Vedantic Thought
The nature of knowledge in Vedantic thought is intrinsically
linked to its understanding of reality and consciousness.
Unlike epistemological models that treat knowledge as a
mental representation of external objects, Vedanta conceives
knowledge as a mode of revelation that uncovers reality as it
truly is. Knowledge (Jnana) is not created but revealed when
ignorance (4vidya) is removed. This fundamental assumption
shapes the Vedantic classification of knowledge into different
levels, reflecting varying degrees of reality and truth.
Vedanta distinguishes primarily between empirical and
absolute knowledge, corresponding to different ontological
planes of existence. This distinction is not merely theoretical
but has profound implications for understanding human
experience, cognition, and liberation. Knowledge, according
to Vedanta, operates within a graded structure that mirrors
the hierarchical nature of reality itself.

At the empirical level lies Vyavaharika Jnana, which governs
everyday perception, cognition, and action. This form of
knowledge arises through sense perception, inference, and
other commonly accepted means of cognition. It enables
individuals to navigate the world, establish social relations,
and pursue moral and material goals. Vedanta does not reject
empirical knowledge; rather, it acknowledges its practical
necessity. Scientific knowledge, ethical norms, and social
conventions all belong to this domain. However, Vedanta
maintains that such knowledge is provisional and contingent
upon conditions that are ultimately transient.

Empirical knowledge is characterized by subject-object
duality. The knower perceives the world as external and
distinct from the self. This dualistic cognition reinforces the
illusion of individuality and multiplicity. While empirically
valid, such knowledge is limited because it fails to apprehend
the underlying unity of existence. Vedantic philosophers
argue that empirical knowledge cannot lead to liberation
because it operates within the framework of ignorance that
sustains bondage.

Beyond the empirical domain lies Paramarthika Jnana, or
absolute knowledge. This level of knowledge reveals the
ultimate reality—Brahman—as non-dual, infinite, and
identical with the self. Paramarthika knowledge transcends
sensory perception and conceptual reasoning. It is direct,
immediate, and experiential. The realization of “Aham
Brahmasmi” signifies the culmination of this knowledge,
wherein the distinction between knower and known dissolves
entirely.

The transition from empirical to absolute knowledge involves
a profound epistemic transformation. Vedanta describes this
transformation as the movement from indirect knowledge
(Paroksha Jnana) to direct knowledge (Aparoksha Jnana).
Initially, the seeker acquires conceptual understanding



through scriptural study and rational inquiry. This indirect
knowledge serves as a necessary preparatory stage but
remains incomplete until it matures into direct realization.
Direct knowledge is not mediated by concepts or language; it
is an immediate awareness of reality.

Vedantic epistemology also introduces the notion of
Pratibhasika Jnana, or illusory knowledge, which represents
a lower level of cognition. Illusory knowledge arises from
misperception, such as mistaking a rope for a snake. This
category illustrates the epistemic consequences of ignorance
and error. By acknowledging illusory knowledge, Vedanta
provides a comprehensive account of cognitive fallibility and
emphasizes the need for discernment in the pursuit of truth.

A defining feature of Vedantic epistemology is the self-
luminous nature of knowledge. Consciousness (Chaitanya) is
regarded as self-revealing and does not depend on external
means for its illumination. Knowledge is possible because
consciousness itself is the ultimate ground of cognition. This
view challenges representational theories of knowledge,
which assume that cognition involves mental images or
constructs. In Vedanta, knowledge is an unveiling of reality
rather than a construction of the mind.

The ethical and spiritual dimensions of knowledge are also
emphasized in Vedantic thought. Knowledge is inseparable
from inner discipline and moral purification. Without mental
clarity and ethical integrity, higher knowledge remains
inaccessible. Thus, Vedanta integrates epistemology with
ethics and spiritual practice. Knowledge is not merely an
intellectual achievement but a mode of being that transforms
the individual’s entire outlook on life.

Different Vedantic schools interpret the levels of knowledge
in accordance with their metaphysical commitments. Advaita
Vedanta regards empirical knowledge as ultimately illusory
and emphasizes the supremacy of absolute knowledge.
Vishishtadvaita and Dvaita Vedanta, while affirming the
reality of the world, still recognize a qualitative distinction
between worldly knowledge and liberative knowledge.
Despite these differences, all Vedantic traditions agree that
liberation is impossible without true knowledge.

In contemporary philosophical discourse, the Vedantic theory
of levels of knowledge offers a valuable alternative to
reductionist epistemologies. It challenges the assumption that
empirical verification exhausts the domain of knowledge and
invites a reconsideration of experiential and introspective
modes of knowing. In fields such as consciousness studies
and philosophy of mind, Vedantic insights into self-
awareness and non-dual cognition continue to generate
scholarly interest.

In conclusion, the Vedantic conception of the nature and
levels of knowledge presents a nuanced and integrative
epistemological framework. By distinguishing between
empirical, illusory, and absolute knowledge, Vedanta
provides a comprehensive account of human cognition and its
limitations. Knowledge, in this framework, is both a means
and an end—guiding practical life while ultimately leading to
the realization of ultimate truth.

5. Pramanas in Vedanta: A Critical Epistemological
Analysis
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The theory of Pramanas—the means of valid knowledge—
constitutes the backbone of Vedantic epistemology. While
metaphysics defines the nature of reality, epistemology
determines how that reality is known. Vedanta develops a
pluralistic yet hierarchical epistemological framework by
recognizing multiple pramanas, each suited to specific
domains of knowledge. This approach reflects the Vedantic
commitment to both rational inquiry and transcendental
realization.

In Indian philosophical discourse, a Pramana is defined as a
reliable instrument that produces Prama, or valid knowledge.
Vedanta generally accepts six pramanas: Pratyaksha
(perception), Anumana (inference), Upamana (comparison),
Arthapatti (postulation), Anupalabdhi (non-cognition), and
Shabda (verbal testimony). While these pramanas are also
acknowledged by other schools of Indian philosophy,
Vedanta interprets their scope and authority in a distinctive
manner.

5.1 Pratyaksha (Perception)

Pratyaksha refers to knowledge obtained through direct
sensory contact with objects. Vedanta accepts perception as a
valid means of knowledge in the empirical domain
(Vyavaharika level). Sensory perception enables individuals
to interact with the external world and forms the basis of
everyday cognition. However, Vedantic epistemology places
clear limitations on perception. Since the senses are finite and
conditioned, perceptual knowledge is considered fallible and
subject to error.

Vedantic thinkers argue that perception is incapable of
apprehending ultimate reality. Brahman, being infinite and
non-material, cannot be grasped by the senses. Thus, while
perception is indispensable for empirical knowledge, it is
epistemically insufficient for metaphysical realization. This
critical stance distinguishes Vedanta from empiricist
philosophies that regard perception as the primary or sole
source of knowledge.

5.2 Anumana (Inference)

Anumana, or inference, involves logical reasoning based on
observed relations, such as cause and effect. Vedanta
recognizes inference as an important cognitive tool that
complements perception. Inference allows the intellect to
move beyond immediate sensory data and establish general
principles. It plays a crucial role in philosophical reasoning
and scriptural interpretation.

Despite its importance, inference is also considered limited in
scope. Vedanta maintains that inference ultimately depends
on perceptual data and therefore shares its limitations.
Logical reasoning can analyze concepts and remove
contradictions, but it cannot directly reveal Brahman.
Inference functions as a preparatory aid rather than a final
means of metaphysical knowledge.

5.3 Upamana (Comparison)

Upamana is the means of knowledge acquired through
analogy or comparison. It enables understanding by relating
unfamiliar objects to known ones. Vedanta accepts Upamana
as a subsidiary pramana useful in linguistic and educational



contexts. However, its epistemological role is considered
secondary, as it does not independently generate knowledge
but relies on prior cognition.

5.4 Arthapatti (Postulation)

Arthapatti refers to knowledge gained through postulation
when an apparent contradiction arises between known facts.
Vedanta employs Arthapatti as a rational tool to resolve
inconsistencies in experience and scriptural interpretation. It
reflects the Vedantic openness to logical necessity while
maintaining fidelity to metaphysical principles. This pramana
highlights the dynamic interaction between reason and
revelation in Vedantic epistemology.

5.5 Anupalabdhi (Non-Cognition)

Anupalabdhi is the means of knowing absence, such as the
absence of an object in a given space. Vedanta accepts this
pramana primarily in empirical contexts. It provides a
systematic account of negative cognition and reinforces the
completeness of Vedantic epistemology. However, like
perception and inference, Anupalabdhi remains confined to
the empirical plane and does not contribute directly to the
knowledge of Brahman.

5.6 Shabda (Verbal Testimony)

Among all pramanas, Shabda Pramana occupies a privileged
position in Vedanta. It refers to authoritative verbal
testimony, particularly the revelations contained in the
Upanishads. Vedanta asserts that Brahman is beyond sensory
perception and logical inference; therefore, scriptural
testimony is indispensable for metaphysical knowledge. The
authority of the Upanishads is not based on blind faith but on
their capacity to reveal truths that are otherwise inaccessible.
Vedantic epistemology emphasizes that Shabda does not
contradict reason; rather, it transcends it. Reason is employed
to  interpret  scriptural  statements and  remove
misunderstandings, but it cannot replace revelation. The
culmination of Shabda Pramana is not intellectual belief but
direct realization (Aparoksha Jnana). Thus, scriptural
knowledge serves as a guide that leads the seeker toward
experiential truth.

5.7 Hierarchy and Integration of Pramanas

A distinctive feature of Vedantic epistemology is the
hierarchical integration of pramanas. While all pramanas are
valid within their respective domains, they are not
epistemically equal. Perception and inference govern
empirical knowledge, whereas Shabda Pramana governs
metaphysical knowledge. This hierarchical arrangement
prevents epistemic confusion and ensures that each pramana
operates within its appropriate limits.

Vedanta’s pluralistic epistemology avoids both epistemic
absolutism and skepticism. By recognizing multiple sources
of knowledge, Vedanta accommodates diverse cognitive
experiences. At the same time, by assigning a supreme role to
scriptural testimony in metaphysical matters, it safeguards the
pursuit of ultimate truth.

5.8 Critical Evaluation
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From a critical standpoint, Vedantic epistemology offers a
sophisticated response to the limitations of empirical and
rational knowledge. Its emphasis on Shabda Pramana has
been criticized by some modern philosophers as dogmatic.
However, Vedanta counters this criticism by emphasizing
verification through realization rather than mere acceptance.
Knowledge is validated not only by logical consistency but
by transformative experience.

In contemporary philosophy, the Vedantic theory of
pramanas challenges reductionist epistemologies and expands
the scope of legitimate knowledge. It invites a
reconsideration of non-empirical modes of knowing and
highlights the role of consciousness in epistemic processes.

6. Comparative Epistemology of Advaita, Vishishtadvaita,
and Dvaita Vedanta

Vedanta philosophy, though unified in its reliance on the
Upanishadic corpus, exhibits significant internal diversity in
its epistemological interpretations. The three major schools—
Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, and Dvaita—share a common
commitment to the pursuit of knowledge as a means to
liberation, yet they differ markedly in their understanding of
the nature, function, and scope of knowledge. A comparative
examination of their epistemological positions reveals both
continuity and divergence within the Vedantic tradition.

6.1 Epistemology in Advaita Vedanta

Advaita Vedanta, systematized by Adi Shankaracharya,
presents a non-dualistic epistemology grounded in the
identity of Atman and Brahman. Knowledge (Jnana) is
regarded as the sole and sufficient means to liberation.
According to Advaita, ignorance (Avidya) superimposes
multiplicity upon the non-dual reality, giving rise to the
empirical world. Knowledge functions as a negating force
that removes this superimposition and reveals the underlying
unity of existence.

In Advaita epistemology, empirical knowledge is
provisionally valid but ultimately sublated by higher
knowledge. Perception and inference operate within the
domain of Vyavaharika reality and are therefore incapable of
revealing Brahman. Scriptural testimony (Shabda Pramana),
particularly the Mahavakyas of the Upanishads, plays a
decisive role in guiding the seeker toward non-dual
realization. However, Advaita emphasizes that scriptural
knowledge must culminate in direct experiential realization
(Aparoksha Jnana).

A distinctive feature of Advaita epistemology is its doctrine
of  self-luminous  consciousness  (Svayam-Prakasha).
Knowledge does not arise through mental constructions but
through the removal of ignorance. This view challenges
representational  theories of cognition and affirms
consciousness as the ultimate epistemic ground. Liberation,
in Advaita, is not an event but a recognition of an already
existing truth.

6.2 Epistemology in Vishishtadvaita Vedanta



Vishishtadvaita Vedanta, articulated by Ramanujacharya,
offers a qualified non-dualistic epistemology that integrates
knowledge with devotion (Bhakti). Unlike Advaita,
Vishishtadvaita affirms the real distinction between the
individual soul, the world, and Brahman, while maintaining
their inseparable unity. Knowledge is essential for liberation,
but it is not sufficient by itself; divine grace plays a crucial
role.

In Vishishtadvaita epistemology, perception and inference are
granted greater ontological validity than in Advaita. The
world is considered a real manifestation of Brahman, and
empirical knowledge contributes positively to spiritual
understanding. Scriptural testimony remains authoritative, but
its interpretation is guided by theistic commitments.
Knowledge, therefore, is not merely cognitive but relational,
involving a loving awareness of God.

Ramanujacharya emphasizes Bhakti-Jnana, a form of
knowledge infused with devotion. Liberation is attained
through loving contemplation of Brahman, supported by
ethical conduct and divine grace. This epistemological
framework preserves the value of individuality and
relationality while affirming the supremacy of divine reality.

6.3 Epistemology in Dvaita Vedanta

Dvaita Vedanta, founded by Madhvacharya, presents a
dualistic epistemology that asserts an eternal distinction
between God, souls, and matter. Knowledge in Dvaita is
fundamentally realistic and theistic. Madhva accepts multiple
Pramanas but insists that all valid knowledge must affirm
ontological difference (Bheda).

In Dvaita epistemology, perception and inference are reliable
means of knowing the external world, which is regarded as
real. Scriptural testimony reveals the supremacy of God and
the dependent status of individual souls. Knowledge leads to
liberation only when accompanied by devotion and divine
favor. Unlike Advaita, Dvaita rejects the notion that
ignorance alone is the cause of bondage; instead, it
emphasizes the inherent dependence of the soul on God.
Knowledge in Dvaita serves to deepen devotion and moral
responsibility rather than dissolve individuality. Liberation
involves eternal service to God rather than identity with Him.
This epistemological orientation reflects a fundamentally
different understanding of the goal of knowledge.

6.4 Comparative Evaluation

A comparative analysis of these three schools reveals both
shared assumptions and divergent conclusions. All three
accept the authority of the Upanishads and recognize multiple
pramanas. However, they differ in their evaluation of
empirical knowledge, the role of devotion, and the nature of
liberation.

Advaita prioritizes non-dual knowledge and regards
empirical cognition as ultimately illusory. Vishishtadvaita
mediates between non-dualism and realism by affirming
qualified unity. Dvaita emphasizes realism and theistic
devotion, assigning a supportive role to knowledge. These
differences illustrate the richness of Vedantic epistemology
and its capacity to accommodate diverse philosophical
intuitions.
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From an epistemological standpoint, Advaita offers a radical
critique of dualistic cognition, Vishishtadvaita integrates
cognition with devotion, and Dvaita reinforces ethical and
devotional realism. Together, they demonstrate that Vedantic
epistemology is not monolithic but dynamically pluralistic.

7. Brahma-Jnana, Atma-Jnana and Liberation (Moksha)
In Vedanta philosophy, epistemology reaches its culmination
in the doctrine of liberation (Moksha). Knowledge is not
pursued merely for theoretical understanding but for its
transformative and liberative power. The concepts of
Brahma-Jnana (knowledge of Brahman) and Atma-Jnana
(knowledge of the Self) form the epistemological core of
Vedantic soteriology. Vedanta maintains that liberation is
attained not through action alone but through the realization
of ultimate knowledge that dissolves ignorance and reveals
the true nature of existence.

Brahma-Jnana refers to the direct and immediate knowledge
of Brahman, the ultimate reality. According to the
Upanishads, Brahman is infinite, non-dual, and of the nature
of pure consciousness. Atma-Jnana, on the other hand, is the
realization of the true self as distinct from the body, mind,
and ego. Vedanta asserts that these two forms of knowledge
are ultimately identical, as the individual self (4¢tman) is non-
different from Brahman. This identity is expressed in the
Mahavakyas such as “Tat Tvam Asi” and “Aham
Brahmasmi”, which serve as epistemic revelations guiding
the seeker toward self-realization.

The relationship between knowledge and liberation in
Vedanta is grounded in the theory of ignorance (Avidya).
Ignorance is not merely a lack of information but a
fundamental misapprehension of reality. It leads the
individual to identify with finite and transient aspects of
existence, thereby perpetuating bondage (Bandha).
Knowledge functions as a means of negation that removes
this false identification. Liberation, therefore, is not the
acquisition of a new state but the recognition of an ever-
present truth obscured by ignorance.

Vedantic epistemology emphasizes that Brahma-Jnana is not
an inferential or conceptual knowledge. While scriptural
study and rational reflection are essential preparatory stages,
they do not constitute final knowledge. True knowledge is
Aparoksha Jnana—direct, immediate, and non-mediated
awareness. This form of knowledge transcends subject-object
duality and results in the dissolution of individuality. The
knower realizes oneself as pure consciousness, free from
limitation and change.

The pedagogical process leading to Brahma-Jnana is
systematically outlined in Vedantic tradition. The seeker
engages in Shravana (listening to the teachings of the
Upanishads), Manana (critical reflection), and Nididhyasana
(deep contemplation). This progressive method reflects the
epistemological insight that knowledge matures through
disciplined inquiry and experiential assimilation. The role of
the teacher (Guru) is central in guiding the seeker toward
correct understanding and realization.

Different Vedantic schools interpret the relationship between
knowledge and liberation in accordance with their
metaphysical commitments. In Advaita Vedanta, liberation is



attained solely through knowledge. Once ignorance is
destroyed, liberation is immediate and irreversible. There is
no need for divine intervention or post-realization effort.
Vishishtadvaita Vedanta, while affirming the necessity of
knowledge, emphasizes the role of devotion and divine grace.
Knowledge prepares the soul for liberation, but ultimate
release depends on the will of God. Dvaita Vedanta assigns
an even greater role to devotion, viewing knowledge as
supportive rather than decisive in attaining liberation.

Despite these differences, all Vedantic schools agree that
liberation involves freedom from suffering and ignorance.
Moksha is characterized by bliss (4nanda), peace, and self-
realization. From an epistemological perspective, liberation
represents the highest validation of knowledge. Knowledge
proves its truth not merely by logical consistency but by its
capacity to transform existence.

In contemporary philosophical discourse, Vedantic insights
into liberation challenge secular epistemologies that limit
knowledge to empirical verification. Vedanta proposes that
the highest form of knowledge is self-knowledge, which
transcends objectification and conceptualization. This
perspective has significant implications for philosophy of
mind, consciousness studies, and existential inquiry.

In conclusion, Brahma-Jnana and Atma-Jnana represent the
culmination of Vedantic epistemology. Knowledge, in this
framework, is both the path and the goal of spiritual life.
Liberation is not an external achievement but an epistemic
awakening that reveals the true nature of the self and reality.
Vedanta thus presents a unified vision in which epistemology
and soteriology converge in the realization of ultimate truth.

8. Contemporary Relevance of Vedantic Epistemology
The epistemological framework of Vedanta philosophy,
though rooted in ancient texts, continues to hold significant
relevance in contemporary intellectual discourse. In an age
dominated by scientific empiricism, technological rationality,
and materialistic worldviews, Vedantic epistemology offers
an alternative and complementary understanding of
knowledge. Its emphasis on consciousness, self-awareness,
and experiential realization challenges the limitations of
purely empirical and reductionist approaches to knowledge.
One of the most significant contributions of Vedantic
epistemology to contemporary philosophy lies in its treatment
of consciousness. Modern philosophy of mind and cognitive
science continue to grapple with the “hard problem of
consciousness,” namely, the explanation of subjective
experience. Vedanta addresses this problem by positing
consciousness not as a by-product of physical processes but
as the fundamental reality itself. Knowledge, in this
framework, is grounded in consciousness rather than
generated by it. This perspective aligns with emerging
interdisciplinary  approaches that question materialist
assumptions and explore consciousness as a primary
phenomenon.

Vedantic epistemology also offers valuable insights into
contemporary debates on the limits of scientific knowledge.
While modern science has achieved remarkable success in
explaining the physical world, it often excludes questions of
meaning, purpose, and ultimate reality from its scope.
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Vedanta does not reject scientific knowledge but situates it
within a broader epistemological hierarchy. Empirical
knowledge is acknowledged as valid and useful, yet it is
regarded as incomplete without self-knowledge. This
integrative approach encourages a dialogue between science
and spirituality rather than a conflict between the two.

In the field of education, Vedantic epistemology provides a
holistic model of learning that extends beyond information
acquisition. Knowledge is understood as a transformative
process involving intellectual clarity, ethical refinement, and
self-awareness. ~ Contemporary  educational  theories
increasingly emphasize reflective learning, critical thinking,
and emotional intelligence—dimensions that resonate
strongly with Vedantic ideals. The Vedantic emphasis on
Shravana, Manana, and Nididhyasana parallels modern
pedagogical models that stress active engagement, reflection,
and internalization of knowledge.

Vedantic epistemology also holds relevance for psychology
and mental health studies. Modern psychology often focuses
on behavior and cognition while neglecting deeper questions
of identity and selfhood. Vedanta’s distinction between the
empirical self and the true self offers a framework for
understanding psychological suffering as a result of
misidentification. Practices derived from Vedantic thought,
such as self-inquiry and meditation, are increasingly
incorporated into therapeutic contexts to promote mental
well-being and self-integration.

From an ethical and social perspective, Vedantic
epistemology promotes a vision of knowledge that fosters
responsibility and compassion. By emphasizing the

underlying unity of existence, Vedanta challenges ego-
centered modes of knowing that contribute to conflict and
exploitation. Knowledge, when grounded in self-realization,
leads to ethical action and social harmony. This ethical
dimension is particularly relevant in addressing contemporary
global challenges such as environmental degradation, social
inequality, and cultural conflict.

In comparative philosophy, Vedantic epistemology continues
to serve as a bridge between Eastern and Western traditions.
Its dialogue with phenomenology, existentialism, and
contemporary metaphysics has enriched global philosophical
discourse. Vedanta’s insistence on experiential verification as
the  highest criterion of truth resonates  with
phenomenological methods while extending them into a
spiritual dimension.

Despite its enduring relevance, Vedantic epistemology also
faces critical challenges in contemporary contexts. Critics
argue that its reliance on scriptural authority may conflict
with secular epistemic norms. However, Vedanta responds to
this criticism by emphasizing verification through realization
rather than blind belief. Scriptural testimony functions as a
guide, not as a dogmatic end in itself. Knowledge must
ultimately be validated through direct experience.

In conclusion, Vedantic epistemology remains a vital and
dynamic philosophical framework that continues to inform
contemporary debates across disciplines. Its holistic vision of
knowledge—integrating reason, experience, and self-
realization—offers a corrective to fragmented and
reductionist epistemologies. By reaffirming the centrality of



consciousness and self-knowledge, Vedanta provides
enduring insights into the nature and purpose of human
understanding in the modern world.

9. CONCLUSION

The present study has attempted to undertake a
comprehensive and critical examination of epistemology as
propounded in Vedanta philosophy. The analysis reveals that
Vedantic epistemology is not merely a theory of knowledge
in the narrow cognitive sense but a holistic philosophical
framework that integrates metaphysics, ethics, psychology,
and soteriology. Knowledge (Jnana) in Vedanta is
inseparably linked with liberation (Moksha), making
epistemology the central axis around which the entire
philosophical system revolves.

One of the most significant contributions of Vedanta to
epistemological discourse is its distinction between empirical
and absolute knowledge. By recognizing different levels of
reality and corresponding modes of cognition, Vedanta
provides a nuanced understanding of human knowledge and
its limitations. Empirical knowledge (Vyavaharika Jnana) is
acknowledged as valid and necessary for practical life, yet it
is ultimately transcended by absolute knowledge
(Paramarthika Jnana), which reveals the non-dual nature of
reality. This hierarchical epistemology enables Vedanta to
accommodate empirical inquiry without reducing truth to
sensory verification alone.

The Vedantic theory of Pramanas further illustrates the
sophistication of its epistemological framework. By accepting
multiple means of valid knowledge, Vedanta avoids
epistemic exclusivism and acknowledges the complexity of
cognitive experience. At the same time, by assigning a
privileged role to Shabda Pramana in metaphysical matters,
it recognizes the limitations of perception and inference in
apprehending ultimate reality. This balanced approach
ensures that reason and revelation function as complementary
rather than conflicting sources of knowledge.

The comparative analysis of Advaita, Vishishtadvaita, and
Dvaita Vedanta highlights the internal diversity of Vedantic
epistemology. While these schools differ in their
metaphysical commitments and soteriological goals, they
converge on the fundamental insight that knowledge is
indispensable for liberation. Advaita emphasizes non-dual
realization through knowledge alone, Vishishtadvaita
integrates knowledge with devotion and divine grace, and
Dvaita situates knowledge within a framework of theistic
realism and ethical responsibility. Together, these
perspectives enrich the Vedantic understanding of knowledge
and demonstrate its adaptability to diverse philosophical
intuitions.

The study of Brahma-Jnana and Atma-Jnana underscores the
transformative nature of Vedantic knowledge. Liberation, in
this context, is not an external achievement but an epistemic
awakening that dissolves ignorance and reveals the true
nature of the self. Knowledge validates itself not merely
through logical coherence but through existential
transformation. This experiential criterion of truth
distinguishes Vedantic epistemology from purely theoretical
models and affirms its enduring relevance.
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In  contemporary intellectual  discourse,  Vedantic
epistemology offers valuable insights into ongoing debates in
philosophy of mind, consciousness studies, education, and
psychology. Its emphasis on self-luminous consciousness
challenges materialistic and reductionist epistemologies,
while its holistic model of knowledge resonates with
interdisciplinary approaches seeking to integrate science,
ethics, and spirituality. At a time when knowledge is often
fragmented and instrumentalized, Vedanta reaffirms the
intrinsic connection between knowing, being, and liberation.
In conclusion, Vedantic epistemology represents a profound
and coherent philosophical vision that transcends the
boundaries of time and culture. By situating knowledge
within a broader framework of self-realization and liberation,
Vedanta offers an enduring contribution to global
epistemological thought. The present study affirms that
Vedantic epistemology remains not only philosophically
significant but also practically relevant in addressing the
intellectual and existential challenges of the contemporary
world.
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