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The Upanishadic Approach to Consciousness 

 

The Upanishadic approach to consciousness differs from that of the later views of 

Sankhya and Yoga. The conception of Brahma Chatushpad, found in the early 

Upanishads,i belongs to the pre-Sankhya paradigm that defines major faculties of 

consciousness as equal representatives of one consciousness, Brahman.ii Brahman, 

according to the Rishi Bhrigu, is depicted as annam prāṇam cakṣuḥ śrotram mano vācam 

iti (Taittiriya Upanishad 3.1.2). Especially in the older Upanishads,iii these four—cakṣus 

and śrotram, manas, and vāk—constitute brahma catuṣpād, “Spirit on four legs or 

pillars” (see Figure 1), through which Brahman is manifested in the world as prāṇa 

(Kaushitaki Upanishad 2.1) Brhaman/Prana was also understood as the offspring of 

manas, its father and vāk, its mother (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1.5.7) In this way, the 

process of manifestation of the Spirit in matter was conceived, which made matter 

animated, annam (lit., “eatable”), thus introducing one more pair prāṇa-apāna: 

“Breathing in and Breathing out,” or prāṇa- anna, “Life and Matter” (Prasnopanishad 

1.4; Taittiriya Upanishad 3.7.1).iv 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So, there are three constant pairs (dvandvas) in the Upanishads:  

(1) MANAS-VAK (cf. Agni-Soma in Rig Veda), 

(2) CHAKSHUS- SHROTRAM (cf. Nāma-Rūpa in Brāhmaṇas), and 

(3) PRANA-APANA, or PRANA-ANNAM  

 

“Seeing and Hearing” are perceptive faculties, whereas “Mind and Word” are their active 

counterparts, (see Figure 2). These four are manifested in “Life and Matter.” In other 

words, “Mind and Seeing” are related to rūpa, “Form,” as expression of the aspect of 

“Power;” whereas “Word and Hearing” are related to nāma, “Name,” as expression of the 

aspect of “Knowledge.” These two, “Knowledge and Power,” depicted elsewhere, as 

“Nama and Rupa,” constitute the phenomenon of Consciousness in the Manifestation. It 

is by these Nama and Rupa that Brahman could enter into this creation.  

 
 
Figure 1. Brahma Chatushpad.  
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There is a profound insight into the nature of Nama and Rupa given in the Brihad-

aranyaka Upanishad: “That indeed was then unexpressed. That got expressed by name 

and form: He is of That Name and This Form!” (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 1.4.7).v And 

even now, it is being defined as: “He is of That Name and This Form!”   

 

In Savitri, Sri Aurobindo (1950/1997b) also speaks about the creation of the world in a 

similar way:  

 

Immense realities took on a shape: 

There looked out from the shadow of the Unknown 

The bodiless Namelessness that saw God born 

And tries to gain from the mortal’s mind and soul 

A deathless body and a divine name. (p. 40)  

 

As the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad similarly puts it: 

 

 

Dyauḥ  Antarikṣam  Pṛthivī (Brh Up 1.5) 

Sūrya   Vāyu Agni (Tait Ar 1.1.1,2) 

Pitā  Prajā  Mātā  (Brh Up 1.5) 

Rūpam  Karma  Nāma (Brh Up 1.6) 

Manas  Yajña  Vāk (Ait Brh 25.8–9) 

Cakṣuḥ Brahma Śrotram  (Ke Up 1.1.1) 

 

Figure 2 
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Thus He entered here up to the finger-tips. . . . But none can see him, for He is 

incomplete: when He is breathing, he becomes “Breath;” when He is speaking, 

then he is “Speech;” when He is seeing, then “Sight;” when He is hearing, then 

“Hearing;” when He is thinking, then “Mind.” These are indeed His names of 

different actions! So, if one believes in them separately one by one then he does 

not know. Being divided by separate actions He looks incomplete. The Self is to 

be considered as such, where all these become One. (1.4.7)vi 

 

The usage of the pronouns is meaningful here: “He is of That Name and This Form.” The 

name is hidden; it is to be known; and it is always a symbol of some other reality, 

whereas the form is concrete and obvious: This. These, Nama and Rupa, are also 

compared to “Heaven and Earth,” “Father and Mother,” of the Child, “Prana” (cf. 1.7). 

Here, I give a scheme of these identifications found in different Upanishads:  

 

According to Sri Aurobindo (1998), there are also three major modalities of cognitive 

consciousness — “Seeing,” “Hearing,” and “Touch” (see Figure 2) — that provide three 

basic cognitive accesses to Reality (see Figure 2). In the Secret of the Veda, Sri 

Aurobindo determines the central notion of the Veda introducing all the faculties of 

consciousness:   

 

Truth comes to us as a light, a voice [cf. drishti and shruti], compelling a change 

of thought, imposing a new discernment of ourselves and all around us [viveka]. 

Truth of thought creates truth of vision and truth of vision forms in us truth of 

being, and out of truth of being (satyam) flows naturally truth of emotion, will, 

and action. This is indeed the central notion of the Veda. (p. 100) 

 

So, the voice, or the light, of Truth, the “Divine Word” (cf. Paśyantī Vāk), comes first as 

Intention that compels the change of thought, which leads to a change of vision and thus 

creates a new imprint in one’s being. And from this new imprint within the being, new 

forms of emotions, intentions, and actions may arise as one’s life experiences and actions 

in the world (prāṇa-apāna).  

 

On the Origins of the Faculties of Consciousness  

 

The fundamental question is, what are these faculties? Where are they from? It must be 

quite obvious that they are not independent formations, but are they the modulation of 

some higher Consciousness? It is through them that Brahman gets access to the physical 

existence, but they cannot perceive Brahman (cf. Kena Upanishad 1.1). So, they are 

originated from the source and become intermediaries, as it were, of the original 

Consciousness and creation. 

 

I will now examine the fundamentals of the original Consciousness. In the essays on the 

Kena Upanishad, Sri Aurobindo (2001) describes the four major operations of the 

original Consciousness—Samjñāna, Ājñāna, Vijñāna, Prajñāna—as mentioned in the 

Aitareya Upanishad (3.2). He says that they are the secret operations of consciousness in 
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the person present on all the levels of his functioning, from the innermost to the most 

external. 

 

Everything begins with vibration or movement, the original kṣobha or 

disturbance. If there is no movement of the conscious being, it can only know its 

own pure static existence. Without vibration or movement of being in 

consciousness there can be no act of knowledge and therefore no sense; without 

vibration or movement of being in force there can be no object of sense. 

Movement of conscious being as knowledge becoming sensible of itself as 

movement of force, in other words, the knowledge separating itself from its own 

working to watch that and take it into itself again by feeling, —this is the basis of 

universal Sanjnana. This is true both of our internal and external operations.14 (p. 

58) 

 

So Samjnana, being the originator of both the sense and the object of sense, draws the 

object it created back to itself and thus gets a new perception of it. This in-bringing 

apprehensive cognition is the foundation for all conscious operations. Without it, nothing 

can be known. It is as if one has to hold in oneself the image of things before one can 

know it. It is knowledge by identity, where the subject identifies itself with the object of 

sense and thus holds this object within its own being long enough for the other faculties 

to engage and to get experience and understanding of it. 

This recapturing of the object of sense in a new way creates a phenomenon of cognition 

and the drive to communicate it to the surface consciousness. Actually, it creates the 

outer perception of things. Sri Aurobindo (2001) gives his definition of samjñāna as 

“essential sense.”  

 

I become anger by a vibration of conscious force acting as nervous emotion and I 

feel the anger that I have become by another movement of conscious force acting 

as light of knowledge. I am conscious of my body because I have myself become 

the body; that same force of conscious being, which has made this form of itself, 

this presentation of its workings, knows it in that form, in that presentation. I can 

know nothing except what I myself am; if I know others, it is because they also 

are myself, because my self has assumed these apparently alien presentations as 

well as that which is nearest to my own mental center. All sensation, all action of 

sense is thus the same in essence whether external or internal, physical or 

psychical. (p. 58) 

 

Sri Aurobindo also explains the other faculties of consciousness that assist Samjnana: 

Vijñāna is the original comprehensive consciousness, which holds an image of 

things at once in its essence, its totality and its parts and properties; it is the 

original, spontaneous, true and complete view of it, which belongs properly to the 

supermind and of which mind has only a shadow in the highest operations of the 

comprehensive intellect. Prajñāna is the consciousness, which holds an image of 

things before it as an object with which it has to enter into relations and to possess 

by apprehension and a combined analytic and synthetic cognition. Samjñāna is 

the contact of consciousness with an image of things by which there is a sensible 
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possession of it in its substance; if prajñāna can be described as the outgoing of 

apprehensive consciousness to possess its object in conscious energy, to know it, 

samjñāna can be described as the in bringing movement of apprehensive 

consciousness which draws the object placed before it back to itself so as to 

possess it in conscious substance, to feel it. Ājñāna is the operation by which 

consciousness dwells on an image of things so as to hold, govern, and possess it 

in power. These four, therefore, are the basis of all conscious action. . . . . There 

are secret operations in us, in our subconscient and superconscient selves, which 

precede this action, but of these we are not aware in our surface being and 

therefore for us they do not exist. If we knew of them, our whole conscious 

functioning would be changed. (p. 51) 

 

I will now take a closer look at the etymological meaning of these four words. The word 

pra-jñāna is derived, is from the root jñā, “to know” (cf. “gnosis”), and prefix pra-, 

“forward,” denotes an objective operation. Vi-jñāna, on the other hand, gets its 

significance from the prefix vi-, which has several meanings: “to divide in two,” “to hold 

two parts in one, together,” “through,” or “in-between.” It is a comprehensive knowledge, 

which includes the opposites and all the parts, that mediates between them as a common 

awareness. In the later Post-Vedic and Prakritic traditions including Buddhism, it came to 

denote a “discrimination” or “discernment” only when the knowledge of the Supermind 

was completely lost. 

The root jñā-, by the way, does not really mean, “to know something.” It means rather “to 

know oneself,” “to realize oneself as.” It does not have an objective connotation of 

knowing something, but knowing oneself in a particular state. For instance, according to 

Panini, one cannot say in Sanskrit: “granthasya jñānam,” “knowledge of the book,” but 

only “granthena jñānam” “the knowledge by the book,” where “knowledge” refers to a 

subjective state of the knower, to his self-realized particular state of being. The root vid-, 

on the other hand, from which “veda” is derived, means “to know objectively,” “to 

discover,” “to find out.” It has an objective connotation of knowledge existing outside the 

knower. 

Therefore, sam-jñā, would rather mean “to realize oneself as one with, to become one 

with, to feel as oneself,” where the prefix sam- means: “joining with,” “together,” and 

“completely.” It is very close to the term con-scious-ness (literally, with-knowing-ness, 

or joining with knowledge in qualitative sense) in the English language. Pra-jñā, is “to 

realize oneself forward, toward,” where the direction away from the subject is clearly 

denoting the object. 

Vi-jñā, is “to realize oneself in all the parts and properties and essence,” it does not have 

any object or even a direction towards an object, it only includes in itself all the parts as 

mediator-knower. Ājñā, is “to realize oneself toward or extending to,” as the 

comprehensive application of oneself in power, imposing oneself on something, 

expanding one’s own presence or being onto another being externally or internally. The 

prefix ā- means “up to,” “towards,” “on to.” 

Thus, these four modalities or “secret operations” of consciousness, as Sri Aurobindo 

calls them, are represented by the faculties of embodied Consciousness in their essential 

characteristics, known by the subject as “Mind,” “Sight,” “Hearing,” and “Word.”  All 

these four secret operations present in all the faculties of consciousness simultaneously, 
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but one of them is always dominating the others in each faculty of consciousness. Thus 

Samjñāna, an apprehensive knowing by becoming one with the object of knowing or by 

making it part of oneself, can be identified with the major faculty of subjective self-

becoming: Mind, (cf. also with manas in Sāṁkhya). It is only by identifying with the 

object of sense that one can actually know it. It is apprehensive because it appropriates 

the image of things into oneself. It makes an objective image a part of the subjective self 

and, by that, knows it. It is based on the “essential sense” operating through “knowledge 

by identity.” 

Prajñāna, is an apprehensive knowing by dwelling on the image of things bit-by-bit 

through analytical and synthetic cognition, recognizing it as such; it can be identified 

with the objective self-knowing: Seeing. The discrimination, Dṛṣṭi (etym. “as cutting into 

pieces”), distinguishes the elements in the image of things. It is apprehensive, because it 

deals with these elements and knows them as if objectively, not as oneself. 

Ājñāna is a comprehensive movement of consciousness expressed by the power of the 

Self to rule or command over the image of things. The Logos, the Will is expressed by 

the Self and can be identified as the essential characteristic of the Word: Vāc. It is 

comprehensive because it expresses the subjective Self. 

Vijñāna, a comprehensive simultaneous knowing of all the parts in their relations and 

essence; (supramental subjective and comprehensive knowledge) can be identified as the 

essential characteristic of Śruti, all-including and all-pervading presence of the Spirit, 

known in the embodied state as Hearing. It is comprehensive, because it holds the image 

of things in relation to all other images in the subjective way, knowing their essential 

relativeness and oneness. 

The last two faculties of Prāṇa and Apāna or Anna are a product of these four operations 

of Consciousness in the field of manifestation. It is on the level of Prāṇa that all the 

senses are formed into distinct faculties, thus building up the organs in the physical body 

on the level of objectivized Anna (matter) as eye, ear, skin, etc. 

 

Thus, we have seen the representatives of these higher faculties of Knowledge on all 

levels of Consciousness: 

(1) Transcendental: Supermind,  

(2) Universal: Overmind (involutionary), and 

(3) Individual: Mind-Vital-Physical (evolutionary). 

 

On the Supramental plain, these are the “secret operations” of Samjñāna, Ājñāna, 

Vijñāna, Prajñāna, which are creative of our faculties of the “Mind,” “Word,” “Hearing,” 

and “Seeing,” respectively, functioning on the lower cosmic planes starting from 

Overmind and reaching the most physical mind. When they are formed, or projected, into 

the material manifestation, where they are known as senses, indriyas, they build the 

physical sense organs, such as eyes, ears, etc.7vii 

So, one can presuppose that Dṛṣṭi, the revelation, the direct vision of the Truth, on the 

Supramental plane is realized by the predominance of Prajñāna, direct knowing the Self 

as such; Śruti, the inspiration and comprehensive cognition by Vijñāna (please do not 

confuse it with the Supermind, for it has all four operations within itself); Vāc, the Word, 

by Ājñāna, and the Supramental Sense, or Manas, as the very characteristic of the 

Supermind by Samjñāna. 
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Sri Aurobindo (1950/1997b) constantly deals with the faculties of consciousness and 

describes all his highest experiences and realizations through them in his Savitri:  

 

Lifting the heavy curtain of the flesh 

He stood upon a threshold serpent-watched, 

And peered into gleaming endless corridors, 

Silent and listening in the silent heart 

For the coming of the new and the unknown. 

He gazed across the empty stillnesses 

And heard the footsteps of the undreamed Idea 

In the far avenues of the Beyond. 

He heard the secret Voice, the Word that knows, 

And saw the secret face that is our own. (p. 28) 

 

There Knowledge called him to her mystic peaks 

Where thought is held in a vast internal sense 

And feeling swims across a sea of peace 

And vision climbs beyond the reach of Time. 

An equal of the first creator seers, 

Accompanied by an all-revealing light 

He moved through regions of transcendent Truth 

Inward, immense, innumerably one. (p. 299)  

 

It sent its voiceless prayer to the Unknown; 

It listened for the footsteps of its hopes 

Returning through the void immensities, 

It waited for the fiat of the Word 

That comes through the still self from the Supreme. (p. 333) 
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Footnotes 

 
i Chandogya Upanishad presents brahma catuṣpād as a symbol of agnihotra, where brahman 

represents mind and the other three priests - speech (3.18). But Kauṣītakiḥ speaks about it 

differently: prāṇo brahmeti ha smāha kauṣītakis tasya ha vā etasya prāṇasya brahmaṇo mano 

dūtam vākpariveṣṭrī cakṣurgātram śrotram sa śrāvayitṛ. “Prana is Brahman–thus thinks 

Kaushitaki. Of this Brahman as Prana, Mind is a messenger, Word is a distributer, Seeing is a 

means of movement, Hearing is a means of knowledge” (Kaushitaki Upanishad 2.1–2). I follow 

here Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad. 

 
ii Whereas Sankhya views the faculties of consciousness as jñānendriyas, senses, dependent on 

the manas, sense-mind, which is typical for mental structure of consciousness. 
iii prāṇo brahmeti ha smāha kauṣītakiḥ 
iv prāṇe śarīraṃ pratiṣṭhitam śarīre prāṇaḥ pratiṣṭhitaḥ 

 
v taddhedam tarhy avyākṛtam āsīd/ tannāmarūpābhyām eva vyākriyatāsaunāmā “yam idaṃrūpa 

iti/ tad idam apy etarhi nāmarūpābhyām eva vyākriyate “saunāmā “yam idaṃrūpa iti/ 
vi sa eṣa iha praviṣṭa ā nakhāgrebhyaḥ . . . / tam na paśyanti/ akṛtsno hi sa prāṇanneva prāṇo 

nāma bhavati/ vadan vāk paśyaṃś cakṣuḥ śṛṇvañ śrotram manvāno manaḥ/ tānyasyaitāni karma-

nāmāny eva/ sa yo “ta ekaikam upāste na sa veda/ akṛtsno hyeṣo “ta ekaikena bhavati/ 

ātmetyevopāsīta / atra hyete sarva ekam bhavanti/  . . . 

 
vii Two additional senses of taste and smell are actually derived from the unconscious being, 

according to Aitareya Upanishad (1.2.5), as they evolved out of material inconscient. 


