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THE MESSAGE OF THE MANDUKYA UPANISAD
A PHENOMENOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF MIND AND
CONSCIOUSNESS

RAMAKRISHNA PULIGANDLA

We are all aware that the Miandakya Upanisad is the briefest but most
important of all the Upanisads, in that it contains the gist, the heart, and the
essence of the entirec Upanisad teaching. It is also my considered judge-
ment that, although a number of commentaries, ancient, modern, and con-
temporary, exist on this Upanisad, a thorough phenomenological investiga-
tion of some fundamental issues is lacking. Accordingly, the purpose of
this paper is to undertake such an investigation and shed light on mind,
consciousness, and the turiya.

To the best of my knowledge and belicf, no Western philosopher or
psychologist had ever examined the state of deep sleep; if anything, the
state of deep sleep had been ignored as unimportant and insignificant.
To be sure, some Western psychologists, such as Freud and Jung, did con-
cern themselves with the interpretation of dreams, but not with the state
of dream itself; their inquiries into dreams are driven by psychological
and therapeutic interests and considerations, whereas the inquiry of the
Mandikya Upanisad into the three possible modes of our being is guided by
ontological concerns. '

In the waking state, we are aware of external objects; that is, we have
external perceptions. In the dream state, we are aware of internal objects;
that is, we have internal perceptions. In the decp-sleep state, we are aware

Indian Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. XXVI No.2

April 1999



222 The Message of the Mandakya Upanisad

of neither external objects nor internal objects; that is, we have neither ex-
ternal nor internal perceptions. The point to be made here, then is that
objects, whether external or internal, are perceived only when the mind is
functioning. In other words, perception of objects is due to the working of
the mind. This means that the state of deep sleep, where there is no per-
ception of objects, external or internal, mind is not functioning. In a word,
mind is quiescent. During the state of deep sleep, one does not know that
one is in deep sleep. However, when one awakes and is asked whether he
slept well, he answers affirmatively by saying, "Yes, I have had a restful
and blissful sleep.” The question now is: how does one know that one had
deep sleep on waking up, if one does not know that one is in deep sleep
during the state of deep sleep? It simply does not make sense to answer by
saying that one remembers that one had a deep sleep; for remembering im-
plies knowing at an earlier time, but one does not know during deep sleep
that one is in deep sleep. Let it be emphasized here that a person's claim to
have had deep sleep can be objectively determined through
neurophysiological investigation, just as his claim to have had a dream. If
all knowing is through the activity of the mind through mental operations,
including remembering-- and the mind is quiescent during deep sleep, then
one's claim to have had deep sleep becomes mysterious and inexplicable.

The only way to rationally answer this question is to grant that there
is a knowing that does not involve any mental activity--mental operations-
-and the knower is consciousness itself; and there are many passages in
the Upanisad where "consciousness" is used synonymously with "knower"
and "knowledge." Let us here clarify the two senses in which conscious-
ness is to be understood as knowledge: 1. consciousness is the ultimate
necessary condition for any knowing , and 2. consciousness itself is knowl-
edge. All knowing through the mind involves an object, the known; ac-
cordingly, knowing through mind necessarily involves the tripartite dis-
tinction of the knower, the known, and the activity of knowing; that is,
this distinction is never absent and cannot be collapsed in any knowing
through the mind. The upshot of these observations is that the Manduokya
Upanisad recognizes and calls our attention to a knowing and hence knowl-
edge which does not involve the mind--any mental operations. Here, the
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tripartite distinction mentioned above is wholly absent. In a word, in this
kind of knowing consciousness itself is the knower and whatever is known
and the act of knowing cannot exist separately from consciousness. Thus,
according to the Mandokya Upanisad, one knows. through consciousness
itself, on awaking that one has had a deep sleep. [t is true that on waking
up mental activity resumes. Once one knows, no n.atter how, mind will sim-
ply report. I am fully aware that many philosophers will dismiss as absurd
the whole idea of knowing anything at all without mental operations. But
let me give a clear example of knowing without involving any mental opera-
tions. Thus ask someone, say John, "are you conscious now?" John imme-
diately reply by saying, "Yes, of course I am coascious. What do you mean
by asking such an absurd question?" Let me c'arify the situation heie. Yes,
there certainly are mental operations enabling John to hear the question, just
as there certainly are to enable him to answer the question, But this is not
the point; rather, the point is, what mental operations are involved in John's
arriving at the answer? I submit that there are none. But if someone thinks
that there are mental operations by performing which John arrived at Lis
answer, I would like to see the list. Let me emphasize that this is not a matler
to be decided by arbitrary decisions and fiat of definitions, bui by
phenomenological investigation. I suggest that the reader inquire into this
matter and determine for himself how he would arrive at his answer if ne
were asked this question; and if he does perform some mental operations,
he should give me a list of them. Let me assure him that therc are abso-
lutely no mental operations in arriving at the answer, "Yes, I am of course
conscious.” The reason for there being no mental operations in arriving at
the answer to the above question is that here knowing and being are one
and the same and the tripartile distinction is whollv absent. One immedi-
ately knows that one is conscious, not through some mental operations, such
as inference. The point of the Mandikya Upanisad can now be stated as
follows : during the state of deep sleep, the mind is quiescent, that is there
are no mental operations and hence there can be no knowing through the
mind. Nevertheless, there is consciousness and it is through conscious-
ness itself that the deep-sleep state is known; and on waking, mental activ-
ity resumes and the mind simply reports what is known, no matter how it is
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known.

Someone might now object by saying that one's claim that one has
had deep sleep is based on inference. The objection runs as follows: on
waking up, one feels relaxed, and one attributes the state of relaxation to
having had deep sleep. This objection, however, cannot stand scrutiny. A
state of relaxation can be had through means other than deep sleep. The
person was awake before deep sleep and is awake after deep sleep and
when he says he has had a deep sleep he means that he was not aware of
any objects in between; and this claim he could not have made if he did
not in some sense know he has had a deep sleep. He could just as well
have said that someone injected into him a substance which induces re-
laxation. Someone might now object by saying that the person just got up
from sleep and no wonder he says he has had deep sleep. But this objec-
tion begs the question, for the person did not say he has had sleep but a
deep sleep. There is no difficulty with a person's saying on getting up
that he has had a sleep, but it is quite a different matter when he says he
has had a deep sleep. How did he know he has had a deep sleep? Ap-
peals to feeling relaxed are of no avail, for as pointed above a state of
relaxation can be had through means other than deep sleep. The inescap-
‘able conclusion, according to the Mandukya Upanisad, is that in some sense
there is knowledge of being aware of no objects at all. It might be men-
tioned in passing that the EEG's of different persons in the waking state are
similar, those of dreaming are similar, and those of deep sleep are similar.
The import of this remark is that we do not have to take on faith a person’s
report that he dreamt or has had deep sleep; rather, such reports are open
to objective confirmation or disconfirmation,

Another important phenomenological observation here is that when
we ask someone whether he slept well, he does not begin his reply by
saying, "now, well, let me see..." Rather, he immediately says that he had
trouble sleeping, had to turn and toss in the bed for long, had bad dreams,
or has a deep sleep. This observation confirms the claim that one knows
without any inference that one has had a dcep sleep.

If the state of deep sleep were one wholly devoid of consciousness,
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then there could be no continuity between going to sleep and waking up,
and consequently the person could not draw any inferences. This is to say
that the possibility for drawing inferences presupposes continuity of being;
and, according to the Miandukya Upanisad, it is consciousness that provides
the continuity. And given that the mind is quiescent during deep sleep, it
is through consciousness itself (which persists even in deep sleep) that one
knows directly, immediately (without having to draw any inferences) that one
has had deep sleep. In short, the knower here is none other than conscious-
ness itself.

The important question that now arises is: what happened to the mind
during the deep-sleep state? The Mandikya Upanisad answers this question
as follows: To say that the mind is quiescent during deep sleep is not to
say that the mind simply vanished away and became non-existent; rather, it
is to say that the mind is no longer manifest as an individual entity, but
became one with consciousness. It is percisely for this reason that there
are no perceptions--objects--at all during deep sleep. In other words, dur-
ing deep sleep mind merges with consciousness, losing everything charac-
teristic of it as an individual entity. However, on waking up, the mind re-
emerges from consciousness, manifesting itself as an individual entity with
all its specific characteristics such as thoughts, feelings, memories, etc. The
point here, then, is that the knowledge that one has had deep sleep is present
in consciousness and it is recovered by the mind as soon as one wakes up.
If the knowledge were not present, the mind could not recover it. It is clear
from these observations that the mind is none other than consciousness with
objects--intentionalities. Whatever is known through the mind, is always
an intentionality, an object. In the state of deep sleep, there is no mental
activity and consequently there are no intentionalities. The knowledge that
one has had a deep sleep is therefore non-intentional knowledge, the knower
here being non-intentional, objectless consciousness itself. It is clear, then,
that according to the Mandukya Upanisad, there is non-intentional, objectless
consciousness, which is also a knower. All non-intentional knowing, such
as one's knowing that one is conscious, is knowing by non-intentional con-

sciousness, not knowing by mind, which is intentional consciousness.
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From the above considerations, it is clear that the Mandikya Upanisad
draws a phenomenological distinction between mind and consciousness.
Mind is phenomenologocally distinguished from consciousness as inten-
tional knower--that is, whatever is known through the mind is always,
unexceptionably, an object, an intentionally. And whatever is known non-
intentionally is not an object, and it is known through non-intentional,
objectless consciousness. However, mind is not ontologically different from
consciousness; in facat, it cannot be different from consciousness, for con-
sciousness--Atman-- is the ultimate, non-dual reality; that is, nothing other
than the non-dual reality can exist. Whatever exists is a manifestation (ap-
pearances) of consciousness, and mind is but one of the manifestations of
the ultimate non-dual reality. Manifestations can disappear and reappear
but consciousness--ultimate reality--whose manifestations are all appear-
ances, itself never disappears. It is this consciousness that persists through
all the three modes of our being, namely, waking, dreaming, and deep sleep.
It is also the non-intentional knower and makes possible intentional know-
ing through mind.

At this juncture, I wish to make some pertinent observations on the
trcatment of the topic of consciousness in the Western tradition. In this
tradition, the terms "mind," "self," "I," and "consciousness" are used syn-
ory.nously. Thus consider Descartes. He asks, "what then is it that I
am?" and answers by saying, "A thinking thing... and if I entirely cease to
think, theteupon I shall altogether cease to exist" (Meditation 1II). It 1s
clear from this quowe that Descartes does not phenomenologically distin-
gu'sh mind and consciousness. I can easily imagine an Upanisadic rishi
asking Descartes, "your teaching is interesting; however, I wish to ask as
to how you know you cease to exist if you cease to think." The rishi will
then offer deep sleep as an example of a state in which one certainly ex-
ists, although there is no thinking. This is the basis on which the Mandakya
Upanisad phenomenologically distinguishes mind and consciousness. In
deep sleep, there is just consciousness and absolutely no thinking; whereas
in the waking and dream states there is consciousness with thinking, which
is none other than mind; these correspond to non-intentional knowing and
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intentional knowing, respectively. Thus from the ontological standpoint, the
Western use of "mind” and "consciousness” synonymously is not wrong;
on the contrary, it is in full accord with the teaching of the Mandukya
Upanisad. But failing to phenomenologically distinguish mind and conscious-
ness has led the Western tradition into denying non-intentional conscious-
ness--objectless consciousness. In sharp contrast, the Mandikya Upanisad,
having phenomenologically distinguished mind and consciousness, consist-
ently and correctly affirms non-intentional consciousness--Atman. It is not
surprising, then, that the Upanisadic tradition also developed various
phenomenological techniques--Yogic disciplines--in order to realize non-in-
tentional consciousness as the ultimate nondual reality. An observation con-
cerning Western phenomenology: Husserl and all his followers regard con-
sciousness as intentional; but from our discussion of the state of deep sleep,
it should be clear by now that it is mind and not consciousness that is in-
tentional. It is mind that pays attention to objects and therefore is inten-
tional. Consciousness makes possible paying attention and having
intentionalities--objects.

I come now to a discussion of turiyva. "turiya" literally means the
fourth. It is worth noting that the Mandukya Upanisad does not refer to
turiya as a state, but merely as the fourth, beyond the state of deep sleep.
The reason for this is that "state” connotes duality, in particular the dis-
tinction between the knower and the known turiya, according to the Mandiikya
Upanisad, is the highest mode of being, beyond all dualities. But, unfortu-
nately, commentaries on the Mandikya Upanisad do not offer any
phenomenological clarification of teriya; instead, they merely describe the
turiya in vague terms and phrases, such as "realization of Brahman,' "realiza-

"o

tion of Atman," "realization of the ultimate non-dual reality,” etc. I propose -
to offer here a phenomenological interpretation of turiya. From the
phenomenological point of view, turiya is just like the state of deep sleep,
except for one important difference: the difference is that whereas during
deep sleep one does not know one is in deep sleep, in turiya one does know
that one is in deep sleep. I shall now proceed to discuss the most signifi-

cant implications of this interpretation.
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In turiya, just as in deep sleep, there are no perceptions--objects; and
one knows that one is in deep sleep; that is, one is aware that there are no
objects at all. This means that one is aware of one's being even when there
are no objects at all. This is the mode of highest wakefulness. Why is it
the mode of highest wakefulness? Because "I am" persists even when there
are no objects. This in turn means that there is a reality about each of us-
-the same reality, non-dual consciousness--whose existence is not contin-
gent upon any objects. Such reality is indeed the necessary being--the re-
ality that exists without depending for its existence upon anything other than
itself. A word of caution here: In the phrase "I am" above, "I" is not to be
understood as the ego, which is an object. The phrase is to be correctly
understood as just consciousness (awareness)--Atman, Brahman, the ultimate
non-dual reality. Even if the enlire world--all manifestations--disappears,
there is a reality that never disappears and reappears. That reality is at once
Atman (objectless consciousness) and Brahman (Sat, Existence); realization
of this reality is the highest philosophical and religious goal the sages ex-
hort us to attain. He who attains this realization is the most wakeful one
and the realization is the discovery that one is immortal. Immortality is not
something we need to acquire but rather the attainment of rriya is the dis-
covery that we have always been immortal. In short, it is an epistemological
discovery, not acquiring something we did not have before. Having dis-
covered that in one's true being one is immortal, not subjet to birth and
death, one is forever free of pain and suffering and lives in peace and joy.
It is to be emphasized here that in the teaching of the Mandikya Upanisad
there is no transcendental hocus, pocus such as God, the Devil, Judgemerit,
heaven, hell, etc. . The Upanisad is concerned with discovering, through
thorough going phenomenological inquiry, one's true being as non-inten-
tional consciousness. And since consciousness persists through all of our
modes of being, there is a sense in which we are always in furiya.

‘Before bringing this paper to a close, I wish to make some pertinent
observations in regard to Berkeley. Remember Berleley's question? Does
the world continue to exist when I am not perceiving it? Berkeley had to
bring in God to assure him that the world continues to exist because God
always perceives it. The rishis will have nothing to do with God, and they
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would have answered Berkeley's question as follows: The world does not
disappear when you are not perceiving it; it continues to exist and does
not vanish away, because it is Brahman, Sat; and Saf can never become
Asat, and vice versa. It merges into and becomes one with your true being,

Atman, the non-dual reality (Brahman and Atman are non-different).

But, interestingly enough, Berkeley did not ask whether he contin-
ues to exist when the entire world disappears. He would most probably
have said that he too disappears when the whole world disappears. Such
is not the case with the Upanisadic rishis. They will tell Berkeley that his
inquiry is defective, for he does not undertake a systematic
phenomenological investigation and analysis of the waking, dreaming, and
decp-sleep states; had he done such an inquiry, Berkeley would have dis-
covered that he does not disappear and become non-existent even when
the entire world disappears. The state of deep sleep is thus an opportu-
nity, provided us all by Nature, referred to as "Shakti," to enable us to
answer the question as to what happens to the world and to oneself, when
the whole world of phenomena disappears.

To conclude, 1. The Mandukya Upanisad is unique in its
phenomenological investigation of our possible modes of being, in order
to discover the reality that persists through all of them. 2. There is a
‘knowing independently of any mental activity (mental operations); it is
through consciousness itself that one knows directly and immediately on
waking that one has had a deep sleep, not through any mental activities
such as remembering and inferring. 3. This kind of knowing is non-in-
tentional knowing, for it is not knowing any objects (phenomena) but rather
knowing one's own mode of being. 4. The Maindikya Upanisad -
phenomenologically distinguishes mind and consciousness and shows on
clear phenomenological grounds that onfologically mind is non-different
from Atman, the non-intentional consciousness; the reason for this ontologi-
cal claim is that the non-intentional consciousness is indeed the ultimate
non-dual reality; it is ultimate because even when all objects disappear it
continues to be; objects appear, disappear, and reappear, whereas the non-
intentional consciousness never disappears; it is non-dual in two senses:
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a). it is impartite and b). nothing other than it can exist; whatever exists is
this reality. It is for this reason that Atman, the non-intentional conscious-
ness, is also non-different from Brahman (Sat, Existence). 5. During deep
sleep mind loses its individuality by merging--becoming one--with the non-
intentional and therefore non-dual consciousness. Whatever consciousness
knows in the state of deep sleep is simply reported by the mind on waking
up, without having to perform any operations. That is, once something is
known, no matter how, the mind also knows. 6. It is clear [rom this analysis
that mind is none other than intentional consciousness, and whatever is
known by the nonintentional consciousness is directly and immediately
accessible to the mind. 7. By failing to phenomenologeally distinguish mind
and consciousness, the Western tradition denies non-intentional conscious-
ness; in keen contrast, through its analysis of the state of deep sleep, the
Mandokya_Upanisad affirms non-intentional consciousness. 8. Turiya is just
like deep sleep, except for one most significant difference; the difference is
that whereas during deep sleep one does not know that one is in deel sleep,
in turiya one does know during deep sleep that one is in deep sleep; thus
turiya is the mode of highest wakefulness; it is the mode of highest wake-
fulness, because one is fully aware of one's being even when the entire world
has disappeared. 9. The attainment of turiya is the realization of one's true
beign as the ultimate non-dual reality (non-dual consciousness) which never
disappears. 10. The realization of turiya is thus the discovery that one has
always been immortal (attaining immortality is not acquiring something one
did not have before, but rather discovering that one has always been im-
mortal). 11. Thus the attainment of turiya and therewith immortality is an
epistemological event; consequently, turiya is not a postmortem state to be
" looked forward to after death; instead, it is knowledge that is to be realized
. here and now, while fully embodied. 12. In the Upanisad tradition, the at-
tainment of (uriya is the highest philosophical and religious goal; for this
reason, the Upanisdic sages exhort us to earnestly strive after it. 13, Each
person has to achieve turiya by himself or herself, and not expect others to
achieve it for him or her (just as everyone has to take his or her own bath).
14. The realization of turiya leads one to fearlessness, wisdom, freedom, peace,
and joy. 15. The teaching of the Mandukya Upanisad is grounded in thor-
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ough and sound phenomenological inquiry, and is wholly free of any and

all theological baggage and claptrap.
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A note of jiva: We have stated that Atman, the ultimate non-dual reality, is
not to be confused with the jiva, which is through and through phenomenal.
What, then, is the status of the jiva? The jiva is an appearance of Atman,
just as the world is an appearance of Brahman. Let us clarify this point by an
analogy: Imagine an actor who plays different roles in different theatrical
performances; thus, one day he appears on the stage as Napolean, another
day as Alexander, still another day as Julius Caeser, and so on. But no matter
how many times one sees the performances, one does not know the actor him-
self, for one only sees thc appearances of the actor and not the actor as he is
in himself (apart from his appearances). The jiva is like the Napolean, the
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than Atman the ultimate non-dual reality, can be: Atman (Brahman) is that
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