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Abstract - Adi Sankaracarya (788-820 CE), one of the greatest spiritual luminaries in Indian philosophical
tradition, was not only a profound thinker but also an extraordinary reformer whose works re-established
the authority of the Vedas and gave new life to the Advaita Veddnta system. His writings, both philosophical
commentaries and devotional hymns, display a rare synthesis of rigorous logic and poetic fervor. Through
his bhasyas on the Brahmasdtra, principal Upanisads, and the Bhagavadgita, Sankara laid the foundation
of non-dualistic Vedanta that emphasized the ultimate unity of the individual self (jiva) and the Supreme
Reality (Brahman). His commentaries are marked by brevity, clarity, and uncompromising adherence to
scriptural authority.

Sankardcarya’s influence extended beyond philosophy into the realm of spirituality, culture, and religious
practice. He composed numerous hymns such as Saundaryalahari, Bhaja Govindam, Daksindmdirti Stotra,
and Sivanandalahari, which reflect deep devotion and aesthetic beauty while simultaneously serving as
vehicles for Advaitic insights. These hymns, though devotional in tone, are philosophically profound, often
encapsulating the essence of Vedantic truths in accessible poetic forms.

As a reformer, Sankara undertook extensive journeys across the Indian subcontinent, engaging in debates,
establishing monasteries (mathas), and organizing the DasanamT order of monks. His efforts ensured the
survival and spread of Vedanta philosophy, providing it with institutional strength that continues to the
present day. He harmonized diverse religious practices, upheld the authority of Vedic tradition, and
emphasized the pursuit of liberation (moksa) as the ultimate goal of human life.

The study of Adi Sankardcarya’s works is not merely of historical interest but remains deeply relevant today.
In an age of philosophical pluralism and spiritual seeking, his vision of non-duality provides a universal
framework that transcends sectarian boundaries. His ability to integrate rigorous philosophical reasoning
with devotional piety presents an enduring model for harmonizing intellect and faith.

This article seeks to explore Sankaracarya’s life, his philosophical and devotional works, and their impact
on the Indian knowledge system. It will critically examine his major commentaries, stotras, and independent
treatises, supported by Sanskrit verses with diacritical marks, while also analyzing their continued
significance in modern times. By surveying both primary texts and scholarly interpretations, the paper aims
to provide a comprehensive understanding of Sankara’s multifaceted contributions as a philosopher, poet,
and reformer.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The history of Indian philosophy is adorned with towering figures who have shaped its spiritual, cultural, and
intellectual trajectory. Among them, Adi Sankardcarya (788-820 CE) stands out as a luminary whose
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influence continues to resonate through centuries. He was not merely a philosopher in the academic sense
but a teacher (acarya), reformer, organizer, poet, and saint. His life and works redefined the spiritual
landscape of India by rejuvenating the declining Vedic tradition and establishing Advaita Veddnta as a
dominant philosophical school.

In the eighth century CE, India witnessed a period of religious and philosophical ferment. Diverse schools of
thought—Buddhism, Jainism, various sects of Hinduism such as Sankhya, Yoga, Nyaya-Vaisesika, Parva-
Mimarmsa, as well as ritualistic tendencies—were competing for intellectual and cultural supremacy. The
Vedic tradition, though rich in heritage, had fragmented into multiple sectarian practices. It was in this
context that Sankardcarya appeared as a unifier, harmonizer, and systematizer of Vedantic thought.

Sankara’s philosophy of Advaita Veddnta—the doctrine of non-duality—asserts that the ultimate reality
(Brahman) is one without a second (ekam eva advitiyam). The individual self (jiva) is not different from
Brahman, and ignorance (ovidyd) alone creates the illusion of multiplicity. Liberation (moksa) is attained
through the removal of this ignorance by the knowledge (jidna) of Brahman. His writings provide a clear,
authoritative, and rational exposition of this philosophy, while his hymns express it in lyrical devotion.

One of his celebrated verses encapsulates this Advaitic vision:
e et violfoar2an vial gedta siTue: |
brahma satyam jagan mithya jivo brahmaiva naparah |
“Brahman is the only reality, the world is an illusion, and the individual self is none other than Brahman.”

This aphorism, though not directly from Sankara’s own texts but often attributed to his school, perfectly
summarizes his vision. It is through such statements that his philosophy has become timeless.

2. LIFE AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Sankaracarya was born in a small village called KaladT in present-day Kerala. His parents, Sivaguru and
Aryamba, were devout but childless for many years. According to traditional accounts, Sivaguru prayed at
the temple of Lord Siva in Trichur and received the boon of a son who would be either long-lived but
ordinary or short-lived but extraordinary. Choosing the latter, they were blessed with Sankara, who
displayed prodigious intelligence and spiritual inclination from an early age.

Sankara became a samnydsin at the age of eight, after receiving permission from his mother. He then set
out in search of a guru and found Govindapdda, the disciple of Gaudapada, under whom he mastered the
essence of Advaita Veddnta. His intellectual brilliance and mastery over scriptures soon established him
as a formidable thinker.

It is believed that within a short span of thirty-two years, Sankara traveled across the length and breadth
of India, engaging in debates with scholars of other schools, defeating them in philosophical contests, and
reviving the Vedic tradition. He established four mathas (monastic centers) in the cardinal directions—
érﬁgeri in the South, Dvaraka in the West, BadarT in the North, and PurT in the East—entrusting them to his
disciples to ensure the continuity of Advaita Vedanta.

3. SANKARA AS A PHILOSOPHER AND REFORMER

While his philosophical contributions are profound, it is equally important to note his role as a reformer. In
an era where ritualism had become mechanical, Sankara emphasized the centrality of jidna (knowledge)
as the means to liberation, without dismissing the value of devotion (bhakti) and ritual (karma). He
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harmonized diverse strands of Hindu practice, acknowledging the importance of worship, ethics, and
meditation as preparatory steps leading to the realization of Brahman.

In his famous hymn Bhaja Govindam, he urges seekers not to be entangled in worldly pursuits but to direct
their minds toward the Divine:

afot M ot Tfdes
IMfdeE ot Fgaa |
HHTQ Af=f2d BTes
2 =if2 2aifad spgpent I
“Chant the name of Govinda, O fool! When death approaches, grammatical rules will not save you.”

This verse demonstrates Sankara’s unique approach—he was a rigorous philosopher, yet he recognized the
importance of devotion as a practical path for common people.

4. SANKARA’S DUAL ROLE: JNANA AND BHAKTI

One of the remarkable aspects of Sankardcarya is the balance between intellectual inquiry and devotional
expression. His bhasyas (commentaries) are austere, logical, and scriptural, intended for serious seekers
and scholars. On the other hand, his stotras (hymns) like Saundaryalahari, Sivanandalahari, and
Daksindmarti Stotra are poetic, filled with aesthetic beauty and deep devotion. This synthesis reveals that
for Sankara, Advaita Vedanta was not a cold intellectual abstraction but a living, vibrant experience of
oneness with the Divine.

For example, in SaundaryalaharT (Wave of Beauty), Sankara extols the Goddess in exquisite imagery:
fela: eraen <k afe srafad ereh: Waifdg
o Jed adl of T peres: WMfcederd |

“Siva becomes capable of creation only when united with Sakti; without Her, He is not even able to stir.” This
verse reflects his understanding of metaphysical principles through the language of devotion and poetry.

5. SIGNIFICANCE OF SANKARA IN INDIAN TRADITION

Sankardcarya’s significance cannot be overstated. He not only revitalized Vedadnta but also laid the
foundation for its survival across centuries. His organizational genius in establishing mathas provided
institutional strength, while his philosophical clarity gave Advaita Veddanta an unassailable intellectual
base. Even opponents acknowledged his brilliance.

In modern times, Sankara’s works continue to inspire scholars, saints, and seekers. His vision of Advaita
transcends sectarian boundaries and provides a universal spiritual framework relevant in an age of global
dialogue and pluralism.

6. SANKARA’S MAJOR WORKS

Adi Sankaracarya’s literary legacy is immense and multifaceted. Within his short lifespan of thirty-two
years, he produced an astonishing range of works—dense philosophical commentaries (bhasyas),
independent treatises (prakarana-granthas), and devotional hymns (stotras). These writings not only
reflect his mastery over Vedic scriptures but also display his ability to communicate profound truths in

© 2025, PUIRP | PU Publications | DOI:10.5281/zenodo.17508272 Page | 86




Partners Universal Innovative Research Publication (PUIRP)
Volume: 03 Issue: 05 | September-October 2025 | ISSN: 3048-586X | www.puirp.com

forms accessible to both scholars and laypersons. His works can broadly be classified into three categories:
i.e-

1. Philosophical Commentaries (Bhasyas)
2. Independent Treatises (Prakarana-granthas)

3. Devotional Hymns (Stotras and Lahars)

1. Philosophical Commentaries (Bhésyas)

Sankara’s most enduring contribution lies in his commentaries on three principal texts of Vedanta: the
Brahmasatro, the Upanisads, and the Bhagavadgitd. Collectively known as the Prasthdnatrayi-bhdsya
(commentary on the “threefold foundation”), these works systematized Advaita Vedanta and provided it
with intellectual authority.

a. Brahmasitra-bhasya

The Brahmasatras of Badardyana, also known as Veddntasdtras, summarize the teachings of the
Upanisads in 555 aphorisms. Before Sankara, many schools had attempted to interpret them, but Sankara’s
bhasya established Advaita as the most coherent system.

He begins his commentary with the famous aphorism:
3fTal FeAfAITaT Il
“Now, therefore, the inquiry into Brahman.”

Sankara explains that human life’s highest purpose is the realization of Brahman, the ultimate reality. His
exposition is marked by logical rigor, scriptural fidelity, and philosophical depth. He refutes opposing
schools like Nyaya, Sankhya, Yoga, Buddhism, and Mimarmsa, while consistently affirming the non-dual
vision:

& A wTfoRedT ofidl gedd Tue: |
“Brahman is the only truth, the world is illusory, the individual self is none other than Brahman.”

Although this verse is a later summary, it captures the essence of Sankara's interpretation.

b. Upanisad-bhdsyas

Sankardcdrya wrote extensive commentaries on the major Upanisads, including the Brhadaranyaka,
Chdandogya, 180, Kena, Katha, Prasna, Mundaka, Mdnddkya, Taittifiya, and Aitareya. example, in the
Brhaddranyaka Upanisad commentary, he elaborates on the mahdavakya:

3¢ eanfad i
I am Brahman.

Sankara interprets this not as an egoistic assertion but as the recognition that the innermost self is identical
with the infinite reality. Similarly, in the Chandogya Upanisad (6.8.7), he explains the famous dictum:

dadafa i
Thou art That.

These commentaries are invaluable for their clarity, precision, and defense of non-dualism.
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c. Bhagavadgita-bhasya

Sankara’s commentary on the Bhagavadgitd is one of his most popular works. He interprets the Gita
through the lens of Advaita Vedanta, emphasizing knowledge (jidna) as the highest path, while
recognizing the value of devotion (bhakti) and action (karma) as preparatory disciplines. On the famous
verse (2.47):

S darferesd A1 BAY BT |
AT HABGeqafaf a TFIsTaHAT! I

Sankara explains that one should act without attachment to results, as selfless action purifies the mind and
prepares it for knowledge of Brahman.

2. Independent Treatises (Prakarana-granthas)
Besides his commentaries, Sankara authored several independent works to explain Advaita philosophy in
simpler terms. These treatises serve as introductions for beginners and remain popular even today.

a. VivekaclGdamani

This text, often attributed to Sankara, means “Crest-jewel of discrimination.” It outlines the qualifications of
a true seeker, the nature of the self, and the path to liberation. A famous verse states:

o1 9 siAfoig o 9 I |
o a Atsaffast At ST a1y
feTeeesu: fadisga felatsza Il

“I am not the mind, intellect, ego, or memory; not the senses of hearing, taste, smell, or sight; not space,
earth, fire, or air. | am the form of pure consciousness and bliss; | am Siva, | am Siva.”

b. Atma-bodha:
This short treatise introduces Advaita concepts in simple Sanskrit verses. It teaches that self-knowledge is
the means to liberation, just as the rising sun removes darkness.

c.Upadesa-sahasr

Regarded as Sankara’s most authentic independent work, this text is a systematic manual on Advaita
Vedanta. It employs both prose and verse to explain the nature of Brahman, the illusoriness of the world,
and the method of meditation.

3. Devotional Hymns (Stotras and Laharis)
Though remembered as a philosopher, Sankara was also a gifted poet. His hymns combine devotional
fervor with philosophical depth, making them beloved by scholars and devotees alike.

Saundaryalahari
A celebrated hymn of 100 verses in praise of Goddess Parvati, it blends Sakta devotion with Advaitic insight.
The opening verse says:

fela: eraan gen! afe srafd erdhs: Werfdg
o1 Jed 3all o &g Pperes: Tfoaderd |
“Siva becomes capable of creation only when united with Sakti; without Her, He is unable even to stir.”
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Bhaja Govindam
This practical hymn urges people to seek God rather than be lost in worldly pursuits.

3141 Ifdse ofet Jifdse
IMfAE oot Fgaa |
“Chant the name of Govinda, O fool!”

Daksinamurti Stotra
A profound hymn on Lord Daksindmarti, the silent teacher, presenting the Advaitic truth that the guru
teaches through silence.

Sivanandalahart
Another devotional masterpiece, it is a stream of verses expressing blissful devotion to Lord Siva.

Synthesis of Philosophy and Poetry

Sankaracarya’s genius lies in his ability to address both intellectuals and common devotees. His bhasyas
provided rigorous philosophical foundations, while his stotras gave emotional and aesthetic nourishment.
Through this balance, he ensured that Advaita Veddnta was not an ivory-tower philosophy but a living,
accessible path.

7. IMPACT OF ADI SANKARACARYA ON THE INDIAN KNOWLEDGE SYSTEM

7.1 Philosophical Impact

The most enduring contribution of Adi Sankardcarya lies in his establishment of Advaita Vedanta as the
pinnacle of Indian philosophy. Prior to Sankarg, the intellectual landscape of India was dominated by
various dualistic or pluralistic schools—Sankhya positing purusa and prakrti, Nyaya-Vaisesika focusing on
categories of reality, PUrva-Mimarmsad emphasizing ritual, and Buddhism with its doctrine of §Unyata
(emptiness). Sankara’s Advaita boldly proclaimed:

e e TTfeoted fidl gedia aiTae: |
“Brahman is the only reality; the world is illusory; the individual self is not different from Brahman.”

This sweeping assertion unified philosophical thought, harmonizing scriptural authority with logical
reasoning. It established the non-dual view as the highest truth, while relegating ritual and devotion to
preparatory stages. His philosophy became the benchmark against which later Indian philosophical
systems measured themselves.

7.2 Religious and Spiritual Impact

Sankardcarya did not restrict himself to philosophy alone. He traveled widely across India, engaging in
debates and reviving the spirit of Sandtana Dharma. His most remarkable achievement was the
establishment of *four mathas (monastic centers)* in the cardinal directions—Srageri (South), Dvaraka
(West), BadarT (North), and Pur (East). These institutions preserved and propagated Advaita Vedanta for
centuries.

Moreover, Sankara organized the *Dasandmi order of monks* (with designations like Sarasvati, Bharati, Giri,
Pur, etc.), giving structural unity to renunciates. This ensured both discipline and continuity of Vedantic
teaching.

He also harmonized various forms of worship under the paficdyatana paja system, where devotees worship
Siva, Visnu, Devi, Strya, and Ganesa together, thus promoting inclusivity and avoiding sectarian conflict.
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7.3 Educational and Epistemological Impact

By writing lucid commentaries on the Prasthdnatrayi, Sankara provided a standard methodology for
scriptural interpretation. His approach combined *§ruti-pramadna* (authority of the Vedas) with *yukti*
(reasoning). This established a model for later philosophical writing—concise, rigorous, and authoritative.

In his works, Sankara emphasized that *knowledge (*jﬁancu) alone is the means to liberation*, while action
(*karma) and devotion (bhakti) are supportive disciplines. This redefined the epistemological foundations
of Indian thought, privileging direct realization over ritual performance.

7.4 Cultural and Literary Impact

Sankara’s hymns, such as Saundaryalahart and Bhaja Govindam, enriched Sanskrit literature with a unique
blend of devotion and philosophy. They became part of India’s cultural fabric, recited by saints, scholars,
and lay devotees alike. His verses also inspired countless later poets and saints, both within and outside
the Advaita tradition. For example, in Saundaryalahart (verse 27), he combines poetic beauty with
metaphysical insight:

Y &t earet: fAs{aetotetetl =reahi fAvquielt
R aEvai fRefaeterr=fl Zafayemmeairene |
This illustrates how Sankara’s hymns function simultaneously as spiritual meditation and literary
ornamentation.

7.5 Socio-Political Impact

Sankara’s interventions had political implications as well. By unifying the religious identity of India under
Vedic authority, he strengthened cultural cohesion at a time when Buddhism and Jainism had fragmented
the intellectual landscape. His emphasis on Vedic orthodoxy restored confidence in Hindu traditions,
ensuring their resilience against decline.

8. LITERATURE REVIEW
Scholarly engagement with Sankardcarya’s works has been immense, spanning centuries and cultures.

9. TRADITIONAL COMMENTATORS

Sankara’s immediate disciples, such as Sure$vardcarya, Padmapdda, and Totaka, wrote sub-
commentaries (tikas) that clarified and elaborated his Advaitic teachings. Sure$vardcarya’s
Brhaddranyaka Varttika is especially notable for expanding on Sankara’s insights.

10. CONCLUSION

Adi Sankardcarya stands as one of the greatest intellectual and spiritual architects of Indian civilization. His
unique synthesis of *metaphysical clarity, **religious inclusivity, and **cultural creativity* revitalized the
Indian knowledge system at a crucial juncture in history.

He demonstrated that philosophy is not mere speculation but a direct path to liberation, as evident in his
declaration:

1 f2 ittt Aeei ufaafaz e
(Bhagavad Gita 4.38)

No purifier exists in this world equal to knowledge.
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By rooting spirituality in direct knowledge (aparoksanubhditi), Sankara gave primacy to inner realization
while also acknowledging the value of devotion and ritual as preparatory aids. His writings combined razor-
sharp logic with poetic beauty, bridging the gap between *S§astra* (scripture), *tarka* (reason), and
*bhakti* (devotion).

The institutions he founded ensured the continuity of Vedic tradition and Vedantic study. His system of
paficdyatana pdjd minimized sectarian tensions, affirming the underlying unity of diverse deities and
practices. His hymns ensured that philosophy was not confined to scholars alone but accessible to
common people through devotional expression.

In the broader Indian knowledge system, Sankara’s influence may be summarized in th
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