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Introduction 
Māyā etymologically refers to “magic” or “illusion” in Sanskrit. It is a basic notion put forward in Hindu philosophy, 

remarkably in the Advaita (Nondualist) school of Vedanta. Māyā originally indicated the supernatural or paranormal force with which 
a God can make human beings believe in what appears to be illusionary. Māyā is the empirical reality entangling human 
consciousness. Māyā has the power to establish a bondage to the empirical world, obstructing the uncovering of the true, unitary 
self—the Cosmic Spirit also known as Brahman. Māyā is used to explain the empirical reality in Advaita.Samkara asserts that the 
perceived world, people and other existence, is not what it appears to be. It is Māyā, they assert, which manifests and perpetuates a 
sense of false duality or divisional plurality. 
 The principle of Māyā forms one of the pillars of the Vedanta philosophy. It is often interpreted as to meaning illusion. 
Although such interpretations might have some relevance in the course of the development of its principle, in Vedanta its meaning 
goes much beyond illusion. The historical process of evolution of the meaning of the word “Māyā” starts from the Rig Vedic period 
down to the times of Sankara, when it gained a rigid and technical sense, which survives even to-day. 
 In the Rig-Veda the chief meanings assigned to the word “Māyā” are “power" (Prajna, knowledge) and "deception" 
(Kapata). It is noticed that wherever it means “power” the idea of “mystery” necessarily goes with it i.e., it does not mean any 
"physical" power, but "a mysterious power of the will" which would translate into such Sanskrit expressions as Sankalpa Sakti or 
Iccha Sakti. 
 Certain inexplicable things or results are produced by this mysterious will-power, and these being extra-ordinary by their 
very nature may be said to be beyond the ordinary human understanding which is apt to be "deceived" by such phenomena. Hence, the 
idea of "mysterious will power" and “deception” came to be associated with the word “Māyā”. 
 The word “Māyā” is comes from “ma”, to measure or by which is measured, meaning thereby, that illusive projection of 
the world by which the immeasurable Brahman appears as if measured. The same root gives further the sense of “to build” leading to 
the idea of "appearance" or illusion. In the Rig-Vedic age the meaning of the term “Māyā” was paranormal power and mysterious will 
power. 
 The view of Maya put forth in the philosophical Upanishads serves as an important transitional phase between its Vedic 
and Mythological conceptions. Isha tells us that the veil which covers the truth is golden, so rich, gaudy and dazzling that it takes 
away the mind of the observer from the inner contents. Katha says how people live in ignorance and thinking themselves wise, move 
about wandering, like blind men leading the blind. Chhandogya tells us that the Atman is the only Reality; everything else is merely a 
word, a mode and a name. Brhadaranyaka Upanishad says ‘The Lord on account of Māyā is perceived as manifold.’ 
 Svetaswatara Upanishad in particular identifies Māyā with nature when it says ‘Know nature to be Māyā and the ruler 
ofMāyā to be the Lord Himself.’ It describes God as a Māyā in who creates this world by His power. Here it is claimed that the 
mahesvara (or "Great Lord," who is identified in this text as Shiva) projects the physical world out of the substrata of the universe 
known as Brahman. 
 According to Advaita Vedanta, Brahman is the only Reality. This Brahman appears to us as the universe of multiple   
names and forms because of our ignorance of Brahman, in the same way as a rope, when not recognized as such due to dim light, 
appears as a snake. This ignorance is also known by the names 'Nescience' and 'Māyā '. 
 In his commentary on the Kathopanishad Sri Sankara says: "Alas, how unfathomable, inscrutable, and variegated is this 
Māyā, that every creature, though in Reality identical with the supreme Being and even when taught so, does not grasp that fact and 
does not recognize himself as the supreme Self, while, even without being told, he accepts as his Self the not-Self, namely, the 
aggregate of body and senses and thinks, 'I am the son of so and so', though these (the body, senses, etc.) are only objects (of 
perception) like pots, etc. Verily, they are being deluded by the Māyā of the supreme Being so much that everyone moves again and 
again(through the unending cycle of birth and death)". In VivekachudamaniSankara points out that Māyā is the power of the Lord. It 
does not have a beginning; it is made up of the three guans. It is to be inferred by one of clear intellect only from the effects it 
produces. It is that which brings forth this whole universe. Māyā is neither existent nor non-existent nor partaking of both characters; 
neither same nor different nor both; neither composed of parts nor an indivisible whole nor both. It is most wonderful and cannot be 
described in words. 
 In Māyāpanchakam, a work consisting of five stanzas, Sri Sankara brings out how Māyā makes incompatibles appear 
together and is adept at making the impossible happen. 
 Sankara’s Tattva-Bodha, a basic textbook of definitions on Vedanta gives a very precise definition of Māyā as ‘depending 
on   for its existence is Māyā which is of the nature of the three guans viz.sattva, rajas and tamas’. Based on the above definitions the 
nature of Māyā can be summarized as: 
 
 



 www.ijmer.in 
INTERNATIONALJOURNAL OF MULTIDISCIPLINARYEDUCATIONALRESEARCH 

  ISSN:2277-7881; IMPACT FACTOR :6.514(2020); IC VALUE:5.16; ISI VALUE:2.286 
Peer Reviewed and Refereed Journal:VOLUME:9, ISSUE:12(7), December:2020 

 

 
34 

 

1. Brahmasraya - That which has Brahman as its substratum 
2. Trigunatmika - Made up of the three guans 
3. Anirvachaniya - Indescribable 
4. Jnana Virodhi - Antagonistic to knowledge, 
5. Bhavarupa- Positive 
6. Viksepa&Avarana Sakti – Projecting and concealing powers and 
7. Anadi –Beginningless 

 
 From the above definitions it is clear that the mortal world comes from Māyā only and the only reality is Brahman in 
whom Māyā is present. He is the one without a second. 
 
 Just as semi-darkness hides the real nature of a rope lying on the road as a rope and instead projects it as a snake which is 
not there so also Māyā conceals the true nature of Brahman as Sat-Chit-Ananda (by its avaranasakti) and projects on that base, this 
manifold universe (by its viksepasakti). The creation and multiplicity are due to Māyā. Through its influence names and forms are 
falsely superimposed upon Brahman. As long as one sees the duality, one is dwelling in the realm of ignorance or avidya or Māyā. 
Even as a light reveals the rope thereby dispelling the appearance of a snake, removing all the fear, in the same way, jnana or right 
knowledge removes the illusion brought about by Māyā. 
 Māyā is also described in the scriptures by various other terms like prakriti, ajnana, sakti, nature, illusion, nescience, 
ignorance etc. Under its influence the Self, which is the same as immortal Brahman, regards Itself as an embodied being and 
experiences the suffering and miseries of the world. With the help of Māyā, but retaining control of it, Brahman appears as an avatar 
or incarnation in order to subdue the power of inequity and establish righteousness. 
 Thus, Māyā is not false,it surrounds the inner self. In Advaita Vedanta philosophy, there are two 
realities: Vyavaharika (empirical reality)and Paramarthika (absolute, spiritual reality). Māyā is the empirical reality that entangles 
consciousness. Māyā has the power to create a bondage to the empirical world, preventing the unveiling of the true, unitary Self—the 
Cosmic Spirit also known as Brahman. The theory of māyā was developed by the ninth-century Advaita Hindu philosopher Adi 
Shankara. However, competing theistic Dvaita scholars contested Shankara's theory,and stated that Shankara did not offer a theory of 
the relationship between Brahman and Māyā.A later Advaita scholar Prakasatman addressed this, by explaining, "Maya and Brahman 
together constitute the entire universe, just like two kinds of interwoven threads create a fabric. Maya is the manifestation of the 
world, whereas Brahman, which supports Maya, is the cause of the world." 
 Māyā is a fact in that it is the appearance of phenomena. Since Brahman is the sole metaphysical truth, Māyā is true in 
epistemological and empirical sense; however, Māyā is not the metaphysical and spiritual truth. The spiritual truth is the truth forever, 
while what is empirical truth is only true for now. Since Māyā is the perceived material world, it is true in perception context, but is 
"untrue" in spiritual context of Brahman. Māyā is not false, it only clouds the inner Self and principles that are real. True Reality 
includes both Vyavaharika (empirical) and Paramarthika (spiritual), the Māyā and the Brahman. The goal of spiritual enlightenment, 
state Advaitins, is to realize Brahman, realize the fearless, resplendent Oneness. 
 Now this is the picture of reality in the modern quantum physics alluding to the Vedantic principle of Maya and echoing 
Sankara’s statement that Maya cannot be stated to be existent or non-existent nor both, therefore a mysterious wonder beyond 
description. 
 Swami Vivekanada gives a beautiful observation on Maya. “Maya is not a theory for the explanation of the world; it is 
simply a statement of facts as they exist – of what we are and what we see around us; that the very basis of our being is contradiction, 
that wherever there is good, there must also be evil and wherever there is evil, there must be some good, wherever there is life, death 
must follow as the shadow and everyone who smiles will have to weep and vice- versa.” 
“We are walking in the midst of dream, half sleeping, half waking, passing all our lives in a haze. Whatever you may call by any name 
– matter, spirit or mind or anything else – the fact remains we cannot say that they are or that they are not. This external play of 
contradictions is always there. A fact yet at the same time not a fact; awake and at the same time asleep! This is what is called Maya. 
We are born in the Maya, we live in it, we think in it, we dream in it. We are philosophers in it, we are spiritual men in it, nay, we are 
devils in this Maya.” 
 Sri Ramakrishna says “The universe is created by the Mahamaya of God. Mahamaya contains both Vidyamaya, the 
illusion of knowledge and Avidyamaya, the illusion of ignorance. Through the help of Vidyamaya one cultivates such virtues as the 
taste for the holy company, knowledge, devotion, meditation, love, and renuncition. It includes discrimination and dispassion (Viveka 
and Vairagya) - i.e. God is real and the world illusory”.‘Avidyamaya consists of the five elements and the objects of the five senses 
viz.sound, touch, form, taste and smell (shabda, sparsha, roopa, rasa and gandha). These make one forget God.’ A question was raised 
if the power of Avidyamaya is the cause of ignorance, then why has God created it? The reply given by the sage was ‘That it is His 
play. The glory of light cannot be appreciated without darkness. Happiness cannot be understood without misery. Knowledge of good 
is possible because of knowledge of evil.’ 
 ‘He who has knowledge has ignorance also. Therefore, go beyond knowledge and ignorance. Suppose a thorn has pierced a 
man’s foot. He picks another thorn to pull out the first one. After extracting the first thorn with the help of the second thorn he throws 
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away both the thorns. Similarly, one should use the thorn of knowledge to pull out the thorn of ignorance. Then one throws away both 
the thorns – knowledge and ignorance and attains Vijnana.’ 
 ‘What is Vijnana? It is to know God distinctly by realizing His existence through an intuitive experience and to speak to 
Him intimately. In order to attain Vijnana one has to accept the help of Vidyamaya. That is why Sri Krishna said to Aruba: Go beyond 
the three gunas.’ 
 Thus, the conclusion is inescapable that the phenomenal world is nothing but Maya - jagatmythya. We merely spend our 
precious life times in an eternal shopping spree in the well-stocked, well decorated and very attractive shopping mall which goes by 
the brand name ‘TheWorld We Live In’. According to many schools of Hinduism, the world is an illusion, a play of the supreme 
consciousness of God. It is a projection of things and forms that are temporarily phenomenal and sustain the illusion of oneness and 
permanence. The illusion of phenomenal world is created and sustained by standalone objects thrown together either by an act of 
randomness or through the deliberate choice of conscious will. 
 Vivekananda’s concept of Maya differs from that ofSamkara. He does not conceive of Maya as an illusion, but as a fact 
that embodies the essential characters of the world as its existence. 
 Vivekananda’s concept of Maya is related to his principle of creation. The principle of Maya was natural in the Philosophy 
of a neo- Vedantist like Vivekananda.Like Sankara, Vivekananda also believes that Maya is a power of   the Creator; he also thinks 
that Maya is the principle of change,asakti that makes creation possible. But in AvaitaVeanta, Maya is the power that creates illusion, 
it is that Divine sakti which has the capacity of deluding man in to believing that the world is real. Vivekananda doesnot accept this 
position. According to him, Maya does not necessarily mean being illusory or unreal. Though Vivekananda derived the idea of Maya 
from AdvaitaVedanta, he differed from Sankara in many respects. According to him, maya expresses the essential character of 
theworld as it is. So, Maya is just a fact, not illusion. 
 Vivekananda’s concept has one great advantage too. He argued that the power of God through whom the world-illusion is 
created is neither good nor bad; it is neutral. So, the nature of Maya must be neutral as it is conceived as a fact. 
The placement of Maya was done by Vivekananda in between Absolute being and non-being. The similarity between Vivekananda 
and Sankara is that the latter describes Maya neither as real nor as unreal. nor even as real- unreal and the former defines it as neither   
existence or as non- existence. In view of the focus put on the concept of Maya it can be concluded that it is wider issue that needs to 
be addressed with utmost seriousness.  
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