
PHILOSOPHICAL ASPECTS IN PANCAKA -S 

OF §RI ^ANKARA 
Dr. Baby 

Sri Sankara, the founder of Advaita Philosophy as a system, has 

Influenced directly or indirectly all later schools of Indian Philosophy. 

The word advaitism is generally associated with the celebrated system 

of Sankara. Advaitism is invariably taken to mean the doctrine which 

establishes the oneness in the Supreme Reality or Brahman by deny­

ing the reaUty of the world. Sankara's view is that the Brahman is the 

knower and the world is the object of knowledge. The fonner is pure 

consciousness while later is Inanimate. 

Sankara declares that he has derived the doctrines in his system 

from the synthesis of the following three vedic arguments. These are 

Ekamevadvitiyam '̂̂  (Reality is one without a second).Nehananasti 

kincana^^\yatova imani bhutani Jayantê ^̂  from which all the beings etc. 

have sprung forth. Sankara seeks to establish the nature of Brahman on 

the authority of Sruti and logic. The article aims to review his insightful 

experiences elaborated in his various works. 

Works of Sankara 

There are large number of works in prose and poetry attributed 

to Sankara. He Is reputed to have completed all his major works be­

fore he attained the age of twenty four. After that he might have com­

posed some devotional and philosophical hymns and didactic works. 

The whole works of Sankara can be classified under four heads :- 1. 

Bhasya-s - The fundamental books of Advaitism. 

137 



•fft It 

2. Prakarana-s - Books dealing with the fundamental concepts of 

Vedanta. 

3. Stotras - contained with the devotional songs. 

4. And Sastra Mantra stotras- contained the devotional and 

philosophical aspects. 

Major works of Sri l§ankara. 

The most important works of Sankara are his commentaries 

or Bhasya-s-the ten upanisads, Badarayana-s Brahmasutra and 

Bhagavadgita popularly known as 'Prasthanatrai'. The vedanta system 

considers the upanisads as Srutiprasthana, the gita as the smrti-

prasthana, and the Brahmasutra as Nyayaprasthana. The Bhasya-s 

serve as a guide in xmfolding to the people the vast treasure champers of 

wisdom contained in scriptures.̂ '*̂  

Minor works ascribed to Sankara 

Prakarana Granthas. 

Prakarana granthas explain in the fundamentals of vedanta. 

Among them the following may be considered as important:-

Upadesasahasri,Atmabodha,Vivekacudamani,Aparoksanubhuti, 

Vakyavrtti, Advaitanubhuti, Sadacaranusandhanam, Panclkaranam, 

Prapancasaram, Satasloki, Atmanatmaviveka, Ajnanabodhini, 

Bhajagovmdam or Mohamudgara etc. 

Stotra-s of Sankara 

The devotional songs are called stotra-s. His stotra-s contain not 

only the devotional aspects but also the philosophical ideas expounding 

the highest truth of Advaita. Sankara had laid out easier path through 

Bhaktimarga to reach the same goal. The hymns are not mere descrip-
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tions, but they enshrine in simple language the ideas of great depth. 

Sivanandalahari, soundarya lahari, Manasapuja stotram, 

Devisasti, upacarapuja stotram, Kanakadharastotram, Annapurna 

stotram, Ardhanarinatesvara stotram, Minaksistotram, Dakshnamurti 

stotram are also been recognized generally as the works of Sankara. 

These are widely recited and are very popular. 

Bhujanga stotra-s 

Subrahmanya Bhujanga,Devi Bhujanga„Ganesa Bhujanga,, 
r r 

Sarada Bhujanga, Siva BhujangaPrayata stotra, Visnu Bhujanga,Prayata 

stotra, Bhavani Bhujanga and Sri Rama Bhujanga stotra-s are the best 

known of among them of Sankara. 
Pancaka-s 

Among the songs with five stanzas are the Gane^apancaratra, 

the Minaksi pancaratra, the Laksmi Nrsimha Pancaratra, the 

Hanumatpancaka, KaSipaiicaka, Manisapancakam, Yatipaiicakam, 

Advaita pancakam, Upadesapancakam, Mayapancakam etc standout 

prominent. The last of the five pancakas contain the Advaitic truth in 

simple language. 

Astaka-s 

Among the Astaka-s may be mentioned the Invocations to 

Daksinamurti,AnnapurnaDevi,theTripurasundari,theJagannathastaka, 

the govindastaka, Gurvastaka and the like. To this category belong the 

songs in praise of sacred rivers.Among them are the Gangastaka, the 

Yamunastaka, the Nannadastaka and the Manikarnikastaka. 

The devotional and philosophical hymns and didactic works re­

veal Bhakti or devotion to the Supreme Being and Jnana as the true 

knowledge based on self -realization and the chief steps leading to 
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moksa or liberation. 

Philosophical aspects in Pancaka-s. 

1). M anisa Pancaka. 

In Manisa Pancaka. Sankara mainly deals with the four great 

statements or Mahavakya -s viz - 1 . Tattvamasi, 2. Aham Brahmasmi, 3. 

Ayamatma Brahma, 4. Prajnanam Brahma. The philosophy of Advaita 

is founded on these four great statements. Sankara reveals through 

Manisapancaka that Brahman alone is the ReaKty, the world of plurality 

is just an illusion (Brahma Satyam Jaganmithya). Contemplation and 

reaUzation of the truth contained in such vedic statements as Ayamatma 

Brahma, Aham Brahmasmi, Brahman is pure consciousness are also 

explained here. As. the true nature of the sim is hidden by a cloud, so 

the true nature of the etemal self is hidden by ignorance. The ignorance 

is produced by the three mental moods - the Sattva, Rajas and Tamas. 

It has no absolute existence for it disappears when one attains the 

knowledge of Brahman. Sankara reveals through the five stanza-s the 

significance of the four great vedic statements. He connects with the 

great commandents of the vedas and arrives at his fivefold declaration 

of faith and conviction in the last verse. He establishes that the mind of a 

meditative Master is supremely quiet, and is capable to reach and reveal 

the ocean of Bliss, the Brahman the Reality. 

2). Advaita Pancaratna. 

It was written by the great teacher, with a view to facilitate the 

philosophical needs of the ordinary people. Since the work contains 

five precious germs of Advaita-vedanta in the form of five stanzas, it is 

rightly called Advaita pancaratna. This work cleverly summarizes the 

entire teachings of Advaita vedanta. Further, it deals with tiie highest 

Reality postulated by the upanisads as well as the oneness of Brahman. 
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And also Sankara established that the identity of jiva and Brahman 

is the essential doctrine of the Advaita vedanta. B.G emphasises that 

Atman is immutable, 

^ « n ^ f l R ^ o(T +<^i|xi-

Atman is not transformed when the body is transformed. 

The self luminous Atman manifesto all materials objects, such as 

the mind and the outside world, but itself cannot be manifest by them. 

The great aphorisms of Brahmasutra point out the non-duality of the 

jiva or the individual soid and Tsvara, the Reality behind them both 

being Brahman, or pure consciousness. The knowledge of this reality is 

the only means for the attainment of liberation. 

3). Upadesa pancaka 

It is also known as sopana Pancaka. It deals with the steps leading 

to knowledge and gives five steps - Karmasopana the Sannyasa, the 

steps of learning and meditating upon fruits, the steps of worldly Ufe, 

and the steps of Uberation or Jivanmukti. 

Qualifications of an aspirant. 

Upadesapancaka aims at awakening the spiritual aspect of a stu­

dent of vedanta. Sankara emphasizes that the seekers of self knowledge 

are exhorted to practice four disciplines, known in vedanta philosophy 

as the Sadhanacatustaya or four instruments of knowledge. They are 

viveka, vairagya, satsampatti and mumuksutvam. 

1. Viveka - determination between real and unreal - Brahman alone is 

real and all other things are unreal. 
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2. Vairagya - renunciation - is the utter disregarded of all pleasures, 

ranging from the enjoyment of the sensuous objects of these worlds to 

the experience of the happiness. 

3. Satsampatti - the six treasures - Sama, dama, uparati, TitikQa, 

Samadhana, Sradha - form the ethical foundation of spiritual life. Their 

practice prepares the inner faculties for the cultivation of higher knowl­

edge. Endowed with this virtue the aspirant intuitively believes in the 

existence of ultimate Reality and in eternity of soul. 

4. Mumuksutvam- Mumuksutvam (longing for liberation) is the intense 

longing of the student to free himself, through the knowledge of the true 

self, from all bondages pertaining to the body, the mind and the ego, 

bondages created by ignorance, lack of self control and also a lack of 

firm belief in the existence of Truth. 

Anyone desiring to attain Samadhi should retire to a solitary 

place. SoUtude is helpful for the control of the senses. When the senses 

are controlled, the ego is controlled. The control of the ego is followed 

by an unbroken realization of the Bliss of Brahman. Thus a free soul 

even when dwelling in a body after discarding the body attains supreme 

freedom in Brahman and completely merges in high peace, knowledge 

and Reality. 

4). YatiPancaka. 

This Pancaka glorifies the greatness of four stages. The last line 

of each verse ends with "Kaupinavantha-Khalubhagya vanthah". The 

sanyasa stage is the last stage of Ufe and this stage is entered into by 

those forest dwellers who give up the world in search of truth and free­

dom and they become bhiksus, wandering monks - world renouncers 

- the realization of the supreme. Truth has been described as the light of 

alone to the alone. 
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The Sanyasins study the upanisad-s - the concludmg parts of the 

Vedas which describe the knowledge of Brahman or the absolute and 

the disciplines for its attainment. They naturally hold in the highest es­

teem for their purity, detachment, unselfishness and utter devotion to 

truth. Fixing their consciousness in Brahman and realizing that the veiy 

supreme Brahman is their self They renounce all actions and dwell in 

Brahman alone - the supreme reality being tiieir highest goal, their de­

light being solely in the imconditioned self Brahman is free from all 

attributes, good and bad, hence, the statement. :-

Nirdosam hi samam Brahma 

Tasmad brahmani te sthiah (B.g -V -19)(6) 

Sankara deals in this pancaka mainly with sanyasa which leads 

to the highest bhss. The renunciation of action leads to moksa as giving 

rise to knowledge. Having attained this knowledge one attains the high­

est self or paramatman. 

5. Mayapanacaka. 

It deals with the process of Maya in an elaborate manner. Each 

verse ends with 

>i<yIidy<iHIMleî ^ W^ I Maya has to play a prominent part in 

Advaita Vedanta. 

Sankara speaks of Maya as the power of the lord beginningless 

and composed of the three guna -s. The gunas of Maya or Prakrti is 

known as sattva, rajas and tamas. The three guna-s are present in varying 

degrees, in all subjects, gross or subtle, including the mind, the buddhi 

and ego. In short everything belonging to the universe of Maya contains 

these three guna-s (B.G. XVII-16y. Sankara states that the Non-dualists 

falsely super imposed the universe on Brahman through Maya, and the 
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superimposition cannot affect the real nature of Brahman. 

Conclusion 

The Pancaka-s of Sankara occupies a prominent place in the field 

of hidian philosophical literature. The deep meta-physical thinking 

finds a concise exposition in these verses, Sankara is successful to a 

great extent in revealing the truth of the universe through these verses. 

The ideas remain thickly composed in them. But the language is very 

simple and can easily be understood. Sankara had laid out an easier 

path through bhaktimarga to reach the supreme soul or ultimate reaUty. 

Sankara exhorts an individual to worship because, through worship 

of one's chosen deity, the devotees can with greater ease, reach the 

ideal behind the idols which is the supreme Truth, without a second. 

Ekamevadvitiyam. Sankara's philosophy reveals unity in diversity of 

our nation. 
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