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44 A Parallel between Shankaracharya and Kierkegaard's
Ontological Philosophy of Three Levels of Existence: A
Possibility?

Dr. Amita Valmiki
Ramniranjan Jhunjhunwala College of Arts,
Seience and Commerce, (Autonomous),Mumbai,

Introduction:

“Through the company of the good. there arises non-
attachment; through non-attachment there arises freedom from
delusion: when there is freedom from delusion, there is the
Immutable Reality: on experiencing the Immutable Reality, there
comes the state of *liberated-in-life”."  -Adi Shankaracharya'

“The function of prayer is not to influence God, but rather
to change the nature of the one who prays.”-Soren Kierkegaard®

Adi Shankaracharya, 8" century philosopher and
theologian from South India revolutionized Indian philosophy by
upholding the Buddhist methodology and argumentat ion (therefore
called Crpto-Buddhist by some, especially by Ramanuja,
pmcimmm«»bmzda’ka}3 of rationalization; and seems to be ‘
influenced by Islamic philosophy of One Real.* His bhasyas
(commentaries) on Upanishadic concept of Atman and Bmlmnm%} R
as one; in fact his ideology of Brahman Satyam, Jagat AM@W
(Brahman is the real Reality [sar], and the world 1s M i coase
had great impact on the lives of people. Shankara cotilt open
handedly accept the (so called) pariah as his Guru (teacher,
episode is well known in Indian philosophical history.

Sgren Kierkegaard (1813-1 855), a Danish philog
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is characterized by the following immersion In sensuous ex

izati ibili : perience,
valorization of possibility over actuality, egotism, fragmentation of

the subject ofexperience; nihilistic wielding ofirony and skepticism;
and Might from boredom.” [Sianford Encyctopediq of
Philosophy) b) the ethical level (the limited existential stage that
has to be transcended by the highest level namely the religious and
that which has to be retained even at this highest level.) ¢) the
religious level (the subjective passion is important, one need not
have any mediator in between (like 4 priest or a clergy) as “faith’ is
a dominating factor here.)

In an aerial view, one finds that Shankara’s three levels of
reality and Kierkegaard’s three levels ofexistence seem to (if] am
permitted to dare) run parallel. Somewhere the pratibhasikafinds
resemblance to the ‘aesthetic level’ where base happiness becomes
worth celebrating and cherishing. But they need to be controlled in
some fashion and that happens in the vyavharika level that finds
its parallelin ‘ethical level of existence’. Here an individual is imited,
confined to the boundaries of norms and the flight to the
transcendental is seen as a mirage. But the final level of reality
according to Shankara is paramarthika satta that is in accordance
to Kierkegaard’s ‘religious level of existence’. Though ?‘;hankara
throughout emphasizes on knowledge (vidya) that will lead an
individual to the highest level, ultimately and finally one resorts to
faith. This is very similar to Kierkegaard’s CO!]CF:pt ‘of ‘leap of
faith’. As Kierkegaard believes “only on the basixs faltb does. an
individual have a chance to become a true self. This selfis the life-

work which God judges for eternity.” (Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy) ' o .
At thisj{mcture like Shankara, Kierkegaard beheves_m rgnex.vmﬁ?
faith. This repetition of faith is the way the self _relatfj-s_ltself to }t]se.
and i.o the power which constituted it that is repetition of faith 1s

the s ' ' ] am constantly
Certiied s the self, (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy) 1 ai

e L e self gets merged in
mieor o vinded ofhow in paramarthika satta the selt g .

l. m_l Coll
j jtiunwala College,
:nvﬁw}ltniiumbai-fwﬂuﬁﬁ.
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Metaphysical Philosop naway di
to thei rThe tef:: os (the purpose) of the two are inaway different

from each other. Where in Shankara one findsat thg transcendental
level (the parmarthika satta) s ec_;aated to sqtnchn-aﬂaﬂda (pure
existence, consciousness and bliss); b*ft }fz-crkegaz}rd does not
puarantee any of this. For Shankara “being’ 1smore important as
ultimately he being a monist; whereas Kierkegaard Is ultimately
interested in ‘becoming’; in Seducer 's Diary he writes that the
seducer is considered as ‘a reflective aesthete’, who gains sensuous
joy not by seducing people but by structuring the possibiiit_y of
seduction. (Either/Or by Kierkegaard) That means “the becoming’,
the process is more important than the ultimate consequence (of
seduction).

For Shankara, it is existence, consciousness and bliss, the
teleos is clear; but in Kierkegaard the dread of choosing and anxiety
in exercising freedom is very predominant. For him, this anxiety is
two sided emotion: i) The dread burden ofchoosing for eternity;
ii) The exhilaration of freedom in choosing oneself. (Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy).

Another potent difference between the two is for Shankara
at the ultimate transcendental level nothing ofthis mundane world
exists. Therefore he very clearly distinguishes between the two
types of rukti (liberation), namely, jivan-mukti (liberation while
alive) and videha-mukti (liberation where one realizes 1 am Afman,
where name and form no more exists). The distinction is clear-cut.
He says, “Brahma satyam Jjagat mithya, jivo brahmaiva
naparah. “Brahman alone is real, the world is the appearance [of
Brahman]; and there is ultimately no difference between Brahman

and Aiman, individual self”™ Therefore for Shankara, giving up

this experiential world and the tlusory world is very important. But

Jo0&



on the other hand for Kierkegaard nowhere is the aesthetic level
and the ethical level is given up, not even at the highest level, that is
{he religious level. Can1 therefore say that Kierkegaard Sup(;rsedes
Shankara? This is highly debatable; as here the contexts seemsto
be different.

Conclusion:

For Shankara only Brahma-vidya will liberate; whereas
for Kierkegaard ‘the virtue ofthe absurd’ and ‘the leap of faith’ is
what is needed in his existential metaphysics. For Shankara
knowledge is so very important where reason playsa pivotalrole;
whereas for Kierkegaard virtue of reason cannot be accepted as
it leads to a paradox and therefore we have to choose faith to
believe in something higher than reason. So if the parallel can be
drawn between these two philosophers, the differences are distinctly
pointed out. In their own way the masters remaining in their
traditions transgressed gracefiilly the dogmat ic tradition. This paper
was a humble effort to draw a parallel between Shankaracharya
and Kierkegaard’s ontological Philosophy of “three levels of
existence/reality’. Salute to both the grand masters ofthe world of

metaphysics.
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