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[This essay originally appeared in two parts in the June and July, 2009 issues of Tirumala Tirupati Devasthanams’ Monthly ‘Sapthagiri’ which has been revised here].

We are all familiar with the term Maya or Illusion but not quite well acquainted with its tremendous Vedantic significance. Before we start an enquiry into what exactly is meant by the term Maya let me tell you some stories
Story of dividing the elephants

“A man died, leaving behind 17 elephants as his only wealth. He had three sons, According to his will; the first son should get one-half of his wealth, the second one-third and the third one-ninth.  Now how could the sons divide 17 elephants among themselves in the manner stipulated? The king, who happened to be passing by on his elephant, said he would solve the problem. He alighted from his elephant and put it beside the 17 of the dead man’s. He said he had added his elephant to the 17 to make the number even. So the first son got one-half of the 18 that is nine elephants. The second got one-third of the 18 that is six. The third got two, one-ninth of the 18 elephants. The king said: “This leaves one elephant, the one I added to your father’s collection. I take it back now that the division of the elephants among you is over.” The sons were happy that the division was in accordance with their father’s will. 

However, was the division indeed in accordance with their father’s will? It was not. It was a mere illusion that they had kept to the provisions of the will. Such is the nature of illusion that we take comfort from what we see as just and get upset over what we perceive as unjust.”  [The Hindu dt 04/08/2009]
Story of Narada fetching water for Krishna

Once Narada said to Krishna, “Lord show me Maya.” After a few days Krishna asked Narada to make a trip with him towards a desert. After walking several miles Krishna asked Narada to fetch some drinking water. Narada entered a nearby village and knocked at a door which was opened by an extremely beautiful young girl. At the sight of her Narada forgot everything and began talking with the girl. That talk ripened into love; he asked the girl’s father for the daughter; they were married, lived there and had three children. After twelve years his father-in-law died and Narada inherited his property. He lived, as he seemed to think, a very happy life with his wife and children, his fields and his cattle, and so forth.

Then came a flood. One night the river rose until it overflowed its banks and flooded the whole village. Houses fell, men and animals were swept away and drowned and everything was floating in the rush of the stream. Narada had to escape. With one hand he held his wife, and with the other two of his children; another child was on his shoulders and he was trying to ford this tremendous flood. After some time the child on his shoulders fell and was swept away by the current of the water. In trying to save that child, Narada lost his grasp of the other children who were also lost. At last his wife was also torn away from his tight clasp and Narada was thrown on the bank, weeping and wailing in bitter lamentation.
Behind him came a gentle voice, “My child, where is the water? You went to fetch a pitcher of water for me, and I have been waiting for you; you have been gone for quite half-an-hour.” “Half-an-hour!” Narada exclaimed!  Twelve whole years seemed to have passed through in his mind; but in fact all these scenes had happened in half-an-hour only. And this is Maya.

These stories provide an insight into one of the principal doctrines of Hinduism which says that the phenomenal world is simply an emanation of divine energy that has been filtered through Maya. This is reiterated in the Mahabharata when the voice of a Yaksha asked Yudhishtir:  ‘Of the entire world’s wonders, which is the most wonderful?’ the celebrated reply was: ‘that no man, though he sees others dying all around him, believes that he himself will die’. This is Maya.
Doctrine of Maya






chapter 2 
The doctrine of Maya forms one of the pillars of the Vedanta philosophy. It is often interpreted as to mean illusion. Although such interpretations might have some relevance in the course of the development of its principle, in Vedanta its meaning goes much beyond illusion. The historical process of evolution of the meaning of the word “Maya” starts from the Rig Vedic period down to the times of Sankara, when it acquired a rigid and technical sense, which survives even to-day. 

Vedas

In the Rig-Veda the chief meanings assigned to the word “Maya” are “power" (Prajna, knowledge) and "deception" (Kapata). It is noticed that wherever it means “power”   the idea of “mystery” necessarily goes with it i.e., it does not mean any "physical" power, but "a mysterious power of the will" which would translate into such Sanskrit expressions as Sankalpa Sakti or Iccha Sakti. 
Certain inexplicable things or results are produced by this mysterious will-power, and these being extra-ordinary by their very nature may be said to be beyond the ordinary human understanding which is apt to be "deceived" by such phenomena. Hence, the idea of "mysterious will power" and “deception” came to be associated with the word “Maya”.

The word “Maya” is derived from “ma”, to measure or by which is measured, meaning thereby, that illusive projection of the world by which the immeasurable Brahman appears as if measured. The same root gives further the sense of “to build” leading to the idea of "appearance" or illusion. Thus, the word “Maya" meant in the Rig-Veda supernatural power, mysterious will-power, wonderful skill, and that the idea of the underlying mystery, illusion or magic being more and more emphasized later on till in the time of Sankara when it was firmly established. Another interpretation of the word is the term maya denoting  “ma” not and “ya’ this i.e. not this what is seen, an expression implying illusion is that which gives the impression of being something it is not.
Upanishads

The view of Maya put forth in the philosophical Upanishads serves as an important transitional phase between its Vedic and Mythological conceptions. Isha tells us that the veil which covers the truth is golden, so rich, gaudy and dazzling that it takes away the mind of the observer from the inner contents. Katha says how people live in ignorance and thinking themselves wise, move about wandering, like blind men leading the blind. Chhandogya tells us that the Atman is the only Reality; everything else is merely a word, a mode and a name. Brhadaranyaka Upanishad says ‘The Lord on account of Maya is perceived as manifold.’

Svetaswatara Upanishad in particular identifies Maya with nature when it says ‘Know nature to be Maya and the ruler of Maya to be the Lord Himself.’ It describes God as a Mayin who creates this world by His power. Here it is claimed that the mahesvara (or "Great Lord," who is identified in this text as Shiva) projects the physical world out of the substrata of the universe known as Brahman. 
Hindu Tradition 
Later devotional Hinduism came to conceive of particular deities as the sole object of their worship, primarily the gods Shiva and Vishnu and recount their actions as examples of the operation of Maya. We have already seen such power in the story of Narada and Krishna narrated in the beginning. Maya is considered by Hindu theism to be an indispensable part of God's feminine aspect, and has been called his Shakti, or energy. The feminine aspect of Maya has been personified as Maha Maya (great Maya), a great goddess responsible for the creation of the physical world. This aspect of Maya is also visualized as the form of Divine Mother (Devi). 

Gaudapada
With the advance in thought, the principle of unity attracted more and more attention, so much so that as early as in the Rig-Veda we find statements such as “ekam sad vipra bahudha vadanti " i.e., the wise speak of the One Being under various names, the multiplicity was felt to be due to a mode of speech only, not real in itself which subsequently came to be expressed by Sankara as "brahma satyam jagan mithya Jivo brahmaiva naparah." i.e. Brahman is the only Reality ; the world is ultimately false ; and the individual soul (Atman) is non-different from Brahman .
While Sankara synthesized all these forms of thought into a single whole with the help of the Sruti as well as reason. Before him was another great Advaitist, Gaudapada who was honored as the teacher of Govindayogindra who himself was the teacher of Sankara. He has left to us one of the most wonderful expositions of the fundamentals of Advaitism, called "Karikas on the Mandukya Upanisad." 
The Karika is the first available systematic treatise on Advaita Vedanta. Although Gaudapada’s philosophy is based on the Upanishads, particularly on Mandukya, as well as logic and reasoning, he is also much influenced by Mahayana Buddhism. His philosophy as reflected in the Karika is an extreme form of Advaita, emphasizing the non-dual Reality behind this apparent diversity. Amongst the four sections of the Karika, the last one viz.Alatashanti Prakarana (Quenching the fire brand) gives the example of a fire brand or lighted torch (alata) when moved around fast creates an optical illusion like a circle of fire though no such circle really exists. Gaudapada compares the illusory nature of the world to this imaginary circle of fire. The conception of Maya as developed by Gaudapada was subsequently elaborated by Sankara. 
Sankara’s contributions on the question of Maya
According to Advaita Vedanta, Brahman is the only Reality. This Brahman appears to us as the universe of multifarious names and forms because of our ignorance of Brahman, in the same way as a rope, when not recognized as such due to dim light, appears as a snake. This ignorance is also known by the names 'Nescience' and 'Maya'. 
In his commentary on the Kathopanishad Sri Sankara says: "Alas, how unfathomable, inscrutable, and variegated is this Maya, that every creature, though in Reality identical with the supreme Being and even when taught so, does not grasp that fact and does not recognize himself as the supreme Self, while, even without being told, he accepts as his Self the not-Self, namely, the aggregate of body and senses and thinks, 'I am the son of so and so', though these (the body, senses, etc.) are only objects (of perception) like pots, etc. Verily, they are being deluded by the Maya of the supreme Being so much that every one moves again and again (through the unending cycle of birth and death)". 

In Vivekachudamani Sankara points out that Maya is the power of the Lord. It is without beginning, is made up of the three gunas and is superior to the effects as their cause. It is to be inferred by one of clear intellect only from the effects it produces. It is that which brings forth this whole universe. Maya is neither existent nor non-existent nor partaking of both characters; neither same nor different nor both; neither composed of parts nor an indivisible whole nor both. It is most wonderful and cannot be described in words.
In Mayapanchakam, a work consisting of five stanzas, Sri Sankara brings out how Maya makes incompatibles appear together and is adept at making the impossible happen.

Sankara’s Tattva-Bodha, a basic textbook of definitions on Vedanta gives a very precise definition of maya as ‘depending on Brahman for its existence is maya which is of the nature of the three gunas viz.sattva, rajas and tamas’. Based on the above definitions the nature of maya can be summarized as:
1. Brahmasraya - That which has Brahman as its substratum
2. Trigunatmika - Made up of the three  gunas
3. Anirvachaniya - Indescribable
4. Jnana Virodhi - Antagonistic to knowledge, 
5. Bhavarupa -  Positive
6. Viksepa & Avarana Sakti – Projecting and concealing powers and
7. Anadi –Beginningless
Sankara’s philosophy at the back of these definitions is that this finite, mortal, ever-changing world that we see around us is born out of Maya alone and the basic truth is one only, advaita. The one without a second! This One Reality called Brahman appears as the many, the Absolute to have become the Relative, due to the peculiar, indefinable, factor called Maya inhering in Brahnman itself. 
Just as semi-darkness hides the real nature of a rope lying on the road as a rope and instead projects it as a snake which is not there so also Maya conceals the true nature of Brahman as Sat-Chit-Ananda (by its avarana sakti) and projects on that base, this manifold universe (by its viksepa sakti). The creation and multiplicity are due to Maya. Through its influence names and forms are falsely superimposed upon Brahman. As long as one sees the duality, one is dwelling in the realm of ignorance or avidya or Maya.
Even as a light reveals the rope thereby dispelling the appearance of a snake, removing all the fear, in the same way, jnana or right knowledge removes the illusion brought about by Maya. 
Maya is also described in the scriptures by various other terms like prakriti, ajnana, sakti, nature, illusion, nescience, ignorance etc. Under its influence the Self, which is the same as immortal Brahman, regards Itself as an embodied being and experiences the suffering and miseries of the world. With the help of Maya, but retaining control of it, Brahman appears as an avatar or incarnation in order to subdue the power of inequity and establish righteousness.
It must be understood that the very purpose of spiritual discipline is not to establish Maya but to cross over Maya and know one’s own real divne nature. Bhagavan Sri Krishna promises in the Bhagavad Gita to take all of us through this very Herculean process.
Bhagavad Gita






chapter 3 
In the Bhagavadgita, Bhagavan Krishna explains that he is able to become immanent in the physical world through the power of Maya. He syas ‘Though I am unborn and eternal by nature, and though I am the Lord of all beings, subjugating My Prakriti, I accept birth through My own Maya.’ (4.6) Thus, Maya has a positive aspect in its ability to generate Bhagavan’s avatars who come to the aid of humankind for the protection of dharma. 
However, the Bhagavadgita also states that Maya is a negative concept, as its production of the physical world deprives human beings of insights into the true nature of the universe. The positive aspect of Maya is seen in the teachings and actions of Krishna and the negative aspect is seen in the delusion and grief of Arjuna in the Mahabharata.
The law of karma governs the birth of a human being while the Lord is not subject to the law of Karma. He assumes the human form (avatar) retaining His power over the inscrutable Maya by which other beings are bound. This Maya remains as a self-imposed limitation of the Lord as long as he chooses to dwell in a human form. On account of Maya He acts like a human being; but it does not affect His nature. After His mission in the world is over, He Himself withdraws Maya and regains His incorporeal nature. His activities in the world are for setting up an example to ordinary men.
The embodiment of the Lord is only an appearance. A created being is under the control of Maya while the Lord is the controller of Maya. The birth and death of the Lord depends on His own will but the birth and death of an embodied being are due to the law of Karma. This is the difference between the Lord and the embodied being.
The Bhagavad Gita starts with the melancholy of Arjuna, which demonstrates the negative effect of Maya. Arjuna, even though well known for his nobility and bravery lost his discriminating wisdom under the influence of sorrow and delusion which were caused by affection and attachment arising from such ideas as, ‘I am theirs and they are mine’ with regard to kingdom, teachers, friends, relatives, kinsmen and so on. As a result he desisted from the battle which was his duty as a Kshatriya and to which he himself came forward on his own accord but later started thinking of living like a mendicant depending on alms. Thereby, he sank into a great mental malevolence overpowered by the veil of Maya under its avarana and viksepa sakti. 
“Delusion caused by ego and attachment, is the cause of samsara, the incessant round of birth and death in the relative world. Only by knowledge of Reality can it be destroyed.”
After receiving such enlightening Knowledge from Krishna, Arjuna got rid of sorrow and delusion, regained his composure and engaged himself in winning the war which was his natural duty. This is the positive element of Maya.  We have seen that Maya consists of three gunas and going beyond Maya or the three gunas is liberation. Bhagavan tells us how we can cross over the three gunas.

He who worships Me with the Yoga of undeviating love rises above the gunas and becomes fit to be one with Brahman. (14.26)

Verily, this divine Maya of Mine, made up of the gunas is difficult to overcome; those who take refuge in Me alone, shall cross over this Maya. (7.14)
This divine Maya is inscrutable to human reason and it is hard to overcome by one’s own effort unaided by Divine Grace. Hence Bhagavan says abandoning all duties one should become devoted to Him alone who is the Lord of Maya and the innermost Self of every being and he shall be liberated from the bondage of Maya. If by worshipping the Lord anybody can get rid of Maya, why do not all worship Him? 
Bhagavan answers ‘The evil-doers, the deluded, the lowest of men, do not seek Me, deprived of knowledge by Maya and following the way of the asuras.’ (7.15)
He continues ‘I am not revealed to all veiled by My Maya born of the Gunas. This deluded world knows Me not, the Unborn and eternal.’ (7.25) Ignorant persons do not recognise an incarnation of God on account of the veil of Maya and regard him as an ordinary mortal. 
The Lord Himself, through His grace, gives right knowledge to those who worship him with love. He says ‘On those who are ever devoted to Me and worship Me with love, I bestow the Yoga of understanding, by which they come to Me.’ (10.10) Yoga of understanding means a superior and exalted condition of the mind produced by meditation on the Lord by which the aspirant realizes the real nature of the Lord, through His grace alone free from all limitations. This is the ultimate goal of all spiritual endeavors.
Bhagavan concludes his teaching with the clarion call to all of us by telling Arjuna: ‘The Lord dwells in the hearts of all beings, O Arjuna, and by His Maya causes them to revolve as though mounted on a machine’ (18.61). As in a puppet show the strings controlling the dolls are manipulated by their master behind the scenes the created beings move and act on the stage of this relative world under the control of the Lord seated in the hearts of all.
‘Priority, under His guidance, gives birth to all things, moving and unmoving; and because of this, the world revolves.’ (9.10) and therefore, ‘abandoning all rites and duties take refuge in Me alone. I shall free you from all sin. Therefore do not grieve. (18.66)

Here rites and duties mean all actions, good or evil, which create bondage and therefore are incomparable with the supreme liberation taught by Bhagavan. Sri Krishna lays down renunciation of all actions and surrendering to Him as the means of ultimate liberation or moksha. According to Sankara liberation can be attained only by removing ignorance through knowledge of Brahman as darkness can be destroyed only by light.

Sri Krishna again and again tells “Fix your mind on Me, be devoted to Me, sacrifice to Me, bow down to Me. Having thus disciplined yourself and regarding Me as the Supreme goal, you will come to Me.” (9.34). This advice is also repeated in Chapter 18 Verse 65 as “Fix your heart on Me, give your love to Me, worship Me, bow down to Me; so shall you come to Me. This is My pledge to you, for you are dear to Me.”
Bhagavan reiterates “O scion of Bharata dynasty, he who being free from delusion, knows Me thus as a Supreme Person (Purushottama), he is all knowing and adores Me with his whole being.” (15.19) and “Take refuge in Him alone with your whole being, O scion of Bharata dynasty. Through His grace, you will attain the supreme Peace and the eternal abode.”(18.65)
Thus Devotion and Knowledge destroy the illusion of the very existence of the relative universe and reveals the Reality which is the One without a second. This destruction of Maya is simultaneous with the revelation of the ever existing Reality.
Sri Ramakrishna Paramahansa on Maya

Sri Ramakrishna says “The universe is created by the Mahamaya of God. Mahamaya contains both Vidyamaya, the illusion of knowledge and Avidyamaya, the illusion of ignorance. Through the help of Vidyamaya one cultivates such virtues as the taste for the holy company, knowledge, devotion, meditation, love, and renuncition. It includes discrimination and dispassion (Viveka and Vairagya) - i.e. God is real and the world illusory.
‘Avidyamaya consists of the five elements and the objects of the five senses viz.sound, touch, form, taste and smell (shabda, sparsha, roopa, rasa and gandha). These make one forget God.’ A question was raised if the power of Avidyamaya is the cause of ignorance, then why has God created it? The reply given by the sage was ‘That it is His play. The glory of light cannot be appreciated without darkness. Happiness cannot be understood without misery. Knowledge of good is possible because of knowledge of evil.’
‘He who has knowledge has ignorance also. Therefore go beyond knowledge and ignorance. Suppose a thorn has pierced a man’s foot. He picks another thorn to pull out the first one. After extracting the first thorn with the help of the second thorn he throws away both the thorns. Similarly, one should use the thorn of knowledge to pull out the thorn of ignorance. Then one throws away both the thorns – knowledge and ignorance and attains Vijnana.’
‘What is Vijnana? It is to know God distinctly by realizing His existence through an intuitive experience and to speak to Him intimately. In order to attain Vijnana one has to accept the help of Vidyamaya. That is why Sri Krishna said to Aruba: Go beyond the three gunas.’ 

Maya and Modern Science





chapter 4 
Modern science attempts to understand the very nature of things which it claims to be the ultimate truth. But this attempt cannot succeed for the following reasons. 
1. Vedanta says our investigation of nature is limited by our mind and its associated faculties, the senses. 
2. Mind is limited by space, time and causality and hence it cannot unravel the mystery of the Unlimited. 
3. The world which we actually experience therefore exists only in relation to the minds that experience it as such. If we have less or more senses than what we actually possess, we shall be seeing the world in a different manner. The world that is being experienced by us externally has therefore no unchangeable and ultimate existence. But at the same time it cannot be called non-existent, because it is being experienced. This is the nature of Maya as described in Vedanta. These ideas can be observed in modern physics dealing with sub-atomic particles. 
The behavior of electrons in the nucleus of matter displays the features associated with Maya, the most important one being the feature of indeterminacy and therefore indefinability. It says that nature at sub-atomic level is such that we cannot determine it clearly. This principle of indeterminacy was discovered by Werner Heisenberg who says the momentum as well as the position of an electron cannot be determined at the same time even theoretically. 
The concepts of exact position and momentum become meaningless at the nuclear level of nature because when we try to measure the momentum of an electron, it would have changed its position in unpredictable ways so as to make its position indeterminate. It is obvious that without the knowledge of both (momentum and position) an electron or any sub-atomic particle stands unknown to us. Hence the certainty of matter at the gross level turns into a mysterious indeterminate principle at the sub-atomic particle level, defying any positive prediction.
The famous physicist Fritjof Capra says “We cannot say that an atomic particle exists at a certain place nor can we say it does not exist. Being a probability pattern, the particle has tendencies to exist in various places and thus manifest a strange kind of physical reality between existence and non-existence.”

Conclusion






chapter 5 
Now this is the picture of reality in the modern quantum physics alluding to the Vedantic principle of Maya and echoing Sankara’s statement that Maya cannot be stated to be existent or non-existent nor both, therefore a mysterious wonder beyond description.
Swami Vivekanada gives a beautiful observation on Maya. “Maya is not a theory for the explanation of the world; it is simply a statement of facts as they exist – of what we are and what we see around us; that the very basis of our being is contradiction, that wherever there is good, there must also be evil and wherever there is evil, there must be some good, wherever there is life, death must follow as the shadow and everyone who smiles will have to weep and vice versa.”
“We are walking in the midst of dream, half sleeping, half waking, passing all our lives in a haze. Whatever you may call by any name – matter, spirit or mind or anything else – the fact remains we cannot say that they are or that they are not. This external play of contradictions is always there. A fact yet at the same time not a fact; awake and at the same time asleep! This is what is called Maya. We are born in the Maya, we live in it, we think in it, we dream in it. We are philosophers in it, we are spiritual men in it, nay, we are devils in this Maya.”
Thus the conclusion is inescapable that the phenomenal world is nothing but Maya - jagat mythya. We merely spend our precious life times in an eternal shopping spree in the well stocked, well decorated and very attractive shopping mall which goes by the brand name ‘The World We Live In’ or a ‘Maya Bazar’.
