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Srigurubhyo namaH 

 

An essay on the expression ‘Tad VishnoH paramam padam’ occurring in the Shankara 

Bhashya 

 

In the Kathopanishat 1.3.9 bhashya Shankara says:  

 

 

विज्ञानसारविर्यसु्त मनः प्रग्रहिान्नरः  । 

सोऽध्वनः  पारमाप्नोवि िविष्ोः  परमं पदम् ॥ ९ ॥ 

 

व ं ित्पदवमत्याह — विज्ञानसारविः  र्सु्त र्ो वििे बुद्धिसारविः  पूिोक्तः  मनः प्रग्रहिान् प्रगृहीिमनाः  

समावहिवित्तः  सन् शुविनयरो वििान् , सः  अध्वनः  संसारगिेः  पारं परमेि, अविगन्तव्यवमते्यिि् , आप्नोवि, 

मुच्यिे सियसंसारबन्धन ः  । िि् विष्ोः  व्यापनशीलस्य ब्रह्मणः  परमात्मनो िासुदेिाख्यस्य परमं प्र ृषं्ट पदं 

स्थानम् , सित्त्ववमते्यिि् , र्ि् असािाप्नोवि वििान् ॥ 

 

The knower attains That (state of) Vishnu’s who is all-pervading Brahman, the 

paramatman, known by the name Vasudeva, exalted state, as it is.   

 

The names ‘Vishnu and Vasudeva’ here have led to some people claiming that this 

bhashya is about saguna mukti/krama mukti/brahma loka/saguna brahma loka, etc. 

and not the Advaitic realization.  The reason for them is: the names Vishnu and 

Vasudeva refer to a deity and hence this cannot be the Nirguna Brahman realization, 

the ultimate mukti of Advaita.   

 

In the sequel are many statements from Shankara himself, clarifying what the 

‘VishnoH paramam padam’ really means are given:        

 
1. In Bramha Sutra Bhashya (BSB) 1.2.12 Shankara says:  

 
 

 ‘सोऽध्वनः  पारमाप्नोवि िविष्ोः  परमं पदम्’ ( . उ. १ । ३ । ९) इवि ि परमात्मानं गन्तवं्य  ल्पर्वि ।    
 

 

 

If it is saguna brahman, Shankara should not have said that it is Paramatman that is the one to 

be realized here. Because upasana prakarana (Agni vidya taught to Nachiketas) is different 

and this statement in the Upanishad is in the Jnana prakarana. Only then Paramatman will be 

the goal to be attained. If it is upasana it would be a-para/saguna/kaarya brahman.   

 

And decidedly Shankara says, citing the other earlier Kathopanishad passage:  
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ििा ‘िं दुदयशं गूढमनुप्रविषं्ट गुहावहिं गह्वरेषं्ठ पुराणम् । अध्यात्मर्ोगाविगमेन देिं मत्वा िीरो हर्यशो ौ 

जहावि’ ( . उ. १ । २ । १२) इवि पूियद्धिन्नवप ग्रने्थ मनृ्तमन्तव्यते्वन िािेि विशेवर्िौ । प्र रणं िेदं 

परमात्मनः  ।   
 

This mantra passage says: By realizing this entity that is extremely difficult to comprehend, 

seated in the innermost self of the jiva, the ancient one, through Adhyatma yoga, one 

transcends pleasure and pain. And Shankara says: this is in the section dealing with 

Paramatman.  In the case of a-para Brahman, the fruit of knowing cannot be transcending 

samsara and also no adhyatma yoga is prescribed to know it.   

 

2. In BSB 1.4.1 Shankara confirms by decidedly saying: tad vishnoh paramam padam is 

Nirguna Brahman by raising a question what is vishnu's paramam 

padam?:  Adhyatma yoga is taught to reach NB and not SB:  
  

ि शे्चद्धिर्ावदविरसंर्ि ः  संसारमविगच्छवि, संर्ि स्त्वध्वनः  पारं िविष्ोः  परमं पदमाप्नोवि इवि 

दशयवर्त्वा, क िं  तदध्वनः  पारिं  किष्णः  परमिं पदकमत्यस्यामा ाङ्क्षायाम् , िेभ्य एि प्र ृिेभ्यः  

इद्धिर्ावदभ्यः  परते्वन परमात्मानमध्वनः  पारं विष्ोः  परमं पदं दशयर्वि — ‘इद्धिरे्भ्यः  परा ह्यिाय अिेभ्यश्च 

परं मनः  । मनससु्त परा बुद्धिबुयिेरात्मा महान्परः  ॥’ ( . उ. १ । ३ । १०)‘महिः  

परमव्यक्तमव्यक्तातु्परुर्ः  परः  । पुरुर्ान्न परं व वित्सा  ाष्ठा सा परा गविः ’ ( . उ. १ । ३ । ११) इवि; 

ित्र र् एिेद्धिर्ादर्ः  पूियस्यां रिरूप  ल्पनार्ामश्वावदिािेन प्र ृिाः , ि एिेह पररगृह्यने्त  

 

Shankara answers the question: Who is the one referred to in the Upanishad as ‘the supreme 

state of Vishnu’?   

 

The Upanishad is teaching that the Supreme Self is beyond the body mind complex and the 

objects lying outside the body. By specifying a sequence of hierarchical positions, the 

Upanishad leads one to the Highest Self that is the one to be realized.  

 

3.  In BSB 1.4.3:  Again it is NB, Parabrahman: 
 

व ं िविष्ोः  परमं पदवमिीदवमह वििक्ष्यिे । ििाहीदमिात्परवमदमिात्परवमतु्यक्त्वा, ‘पुरुर्ान्न परं 

व विि्’ इत्याह ।  
 

What is meant by the Upanishad by the term ‘Vishnu’s Supreme state?’ Having led the 

aspirant in a hierarchical order inwards, the Upanishad concludes: There is none 

beyond/higher than the Purusha.  By saying that Shankara concludes that it is Para Brahman, 

Nirguna Brahman in Advaita that is referred to by the expression ‘Vishnu’s Supreme state’.  

If it were saguna brahman, there is the Nirguna/Para brahman beyond it.  

 
4. In BSB 3.3.16 - here too the entire Kathopanishat Adhyatmayoga is analysed and the 

vishnoh paramam padam is once again reiterated to be PB/NB only: 
 

आत्मशब्दाच्च ॥ १५ ॥ 

 

इिश्च पुरुर्प्रविपत्त्यिैि इर्वमद्धिर्ावदप्रिाहोद्धक्तः , र्त्कारणम् ‘एर् सिेरु् िूिेरु् गूढोत्मा न प्र ाशिे । 

दृश्यिे त्वग्र्यर्ा बुद्ध्या सूक्ष्मर्ा सूक्ष्मदवशयविः ’ ( . उ. १ । ३ । १२) इवि प्र ृिं पुरुर्म् आते्मत्याह । अिश्च 

अनात्मत्ववमिरेर्ां वििवििवमवि गम्यिे । िस्य ि ि दुवियज्ञानिां संसृ्किमविगम्यिां ि दशयर्वि । 
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https://advaitasharada.sringeri.net/display/bhashya/Kathaka?page=1&id=Ka_C01_S03_V12&hl=%E0%A4%8F%E0%A4%B7%20%E0%A4%B8%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%81%20%E0%A4%AD%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%81%20%E0%A4%97%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%A2%E0%A5%8B%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%A8%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%95%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%B6%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%87%C2%A0%E0%A5%A4%20%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%83%E0%A4%B6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%87%20%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%97%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%AC%E0%A5%81%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%A7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%95%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%95%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%A6%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B6%E0%A4%BF%E0%A4%AD%E0%A4%BF%E0%A4%83
https://advaitasharada.sringeri.net/display/bhashya/Kathaka?page=1&id=Ka_C01_S03_V12&hl=%E0%A4%8F%E0%A4%B7%20%E0%A4%B8%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%81%20%E0%A4%AD%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%81%20%E0%A4%97%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%A2%E0%A5%8B%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%A8%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%95%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%B6%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%87%C2%A0%E0%A5%A4%20%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%83%E0%A4%B6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%87%20%E0%A4%A4%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%97%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%AC%E0%A5%81%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%A7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%95%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%BE%20%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%82%E0%A4%95%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%A6%E0%A4%B0%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B6%E0%A4%BF%E0%A4%AD%E0%A4%BF%E0%A4%83
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िविज्ञानार् ि ि — ‘र्चे्छिाङ्मनसी प्राज्ञः ’ ( . उ. १ । ३ । १३) इवि आध्यानं विदिावि । िि् 

व्याख्यािम् ‘आनुमावन मपे्य ेर्ाम्’ (ब्र. सू. १ । ४ । १) इत्यत्र । एिम् अने प्र ार आशर्ाविशर्ः  शु्रिेः  

पुरुरे् लक्ष्यिे, नेिरेरु् । अवप ि ‘सोऽध्वनः  पारमाप्नोवि िविष्ोः  परमं पदम्’ ( . उ. १ । ३ । ९) इतु्यके्त, 

व ं िि् अध्वनः  पारं विष्ोः  परमं पदवमत्यस्यामा ाङ्क्षार्ाम् इद्धिर्ाद्यनुक्रमणाि् परमपदप्रविपत्त्यिय 

एिार्म् आर्ास इत्यिसीर्िे ॥ १५ ॥  

 

The culmination, by the sequential inward journey, is in the Supreme Brahman, that is called 

Parama padam in the Upanishad.  This is certainly not any deity/loka.  

 

 
5. In Kathopanishad bhashya; 2.3.1: 

 

ऊध्वयमूलोऽिाक्शाख एर्ोऽश्वत्थः  सनािनः  । 

िदेि शुकं्र िद्ब्रह्म िदेिामृिमुच्यिे । 

िद्धिंल्लो ाः  वश्रिाः  सिे िदु नाते्यवि  श्चन । एिि  िि् ॥ १ ॥ 

 
 

ऊध्वयमूलः  ऊधं्व मूलं र्ि् िविष्ोः  परमं पदमसे्यवि सोऽर्मव्यक्तावदस्थािरान्तः  संसारिृिः  ऊध्वयमूलः  । 
..... 

 र्दस्य संसारिृिस्य मूलं िदेि शुकं्र शुभं्र शुिं ज्योविष्मि् ि िन्यात्मज्योविः स्विािं िदेि ब्रह्म 

सियमहत्त्वाि् । िदेि अमृिम् अविनाशस्विािम् उच्यिे  थ्यिे सत्यत्वाि् । िािारम्भणं वि ारो 

नामिेर्मनृिमन्यदिो मत्ययम् । िद्धिन् परमाियसते्य ब्रह्मवण लो ाः  गन्धियनगरमरीचु्यद मार्ासमाः  

परमाियदशयनािािािगमनाः  वश्रिाः  आवश्रिाः  सिे समस्ताः  उत्पवत्तद्धस्थविलरे्रु् । िदु िद्ब्रह्म नाते्यवि 

नावििियिे मृदावद वमि घटावद ारं्  श्चन  वश्चदवप वि ारः  । एिि  िि् ॥ 

 
Here Shankara says:  It is in this Paramartha satya Brahman that the worlds reside in all three 

periods of srishti, sthiti and pralaya. Shankara has used the expression, िविष्ोः  परमं 

पदमसे्यवि based on the Kathopanishad 1.3.9, to show that the Brahman taught here in 2.3.1 as 

the substratum of the samsara/world. Since he has held, in the Bhashyam, that the samsara 

tree (world) is akin to Gandharva loka, mirage water, magical show, etc. which will be 

realized to be non-existent upon the dawn of Right knowledge, his specifying NB as the one 

on which the world rests in quite in order.   
 
Thus, based on the above several unambiguous pramanas from Shankara himself, the BSB 

4.3.10 also is about NB only:   
   

 ार्यब्रह्मलो प्रलर्प्रतु्यपस्थाने सवि ित्र ि उत्पन्नसम्यग्दशयनाः  सन्तः , िदध्यिेण वहरण्यगिेण सह अिः  

परं पररशुिं विष्ोः  परमं पदं प्रविपद्यने्त — इवि, इतं्थ क्रममुद्धक्तः  

अनािृत्त्यावदशु्रत्यवििानेभ्योऽभु्यपगन्तव्या……… 

The expression here पररशुिं विष्ोः  परमं पदं also has led some to think that the karma 

mukti ends here by the Hiranyagarbha and the others in that loka entering a Saguna 

Brahma loka.  That such is not the case can be seen by the various statements in the 

foregoing from Shankara’s own Bhashya that the Tad vishnoh paramam padam is 

Nirguna/Para Brahman alone and not any other:   
 

https://advaitasharada.sringeri.net/display/bhashya/Kathaka?page=1&id=Ka_C01_S03_V13&hl=%E0%A4%AF%E0%A4%9A%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%9B%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%99%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%A8%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%80%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%9C%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%9E%E0%A4%83
https://advaitasharada.sringeri.net/display/bhashya/BS?page=1&id=BS_C01_S04_V01&hl=%E0%A4%86%E0%A4%A8%E0%A5%81%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%A8%E0%A4%BF%E0%A4%95%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%AA%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%AF%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%95%E0%A5%87%E0%A4%B7%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%AE%E0%A5%8D
https://advaitasharada.sringeri.net/display/bhashya/Kathaka?page=1&id=Ka_C01_S03_V09&hl=%E0%A4%B8%E0%A5%8B%E0%A4%BD%E0%A4%A7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%A8%E0%A4%83%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%BE%E0%A4%AA%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%A8%E0%A5%8B%E0%A4%A4%E0%A4%BF%20%E0%A4%A4%E0%A4%A6%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%BF%E0%A4%B7%E0%A5%8D%E0%A4%A3%E0%A5%8B%E0%A4%83%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A4%B0%E0%A4%AE%E0%A4%82%20%E0%A4%AA%E0%A4%A6%E0%A4%AE%E0%A5%8D
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In the Bhagavadgita bhashya we have:  

 

िावन सिायवण संर्म्य रु्क्त आसीि मत्परः  । 

िशे वह र्से्यद्धिर्ावण िस्य प्रज्ञा प्रविवष्ठिा ॥ ६१ ॥ 

 

The aspirant sits in meditation with the firm conviction that Brahman alone is the 

supreme (and nothing in the world).  In the Bhashya Shankara articulates the 

aspirant’s conviction as articulated by Bhagavan:   

िावन सिायवण संर्म्य संर्मनं िशी रणं  ृत्वा रु्क्तः  समावहिः  सन् आसीि मत्परः  

अहं िासुदेिः  सियप्रत्यगात्मा परो र्स्य सः  मत्परः , ‘न अन्योऽहं ििाि्’ इवि आसीि इत्यियः  । 

एिमासीनस्य र्िेः  िशे वह र्स्य इद्धिर्ावण िियने्त अभ्यासबलाि् िस्य प्रज्ञा प्रविवष्ठिा ॥ ६१ ॥ 

 

The aspirant’s conviction is: I am not other than That Brahman, Vasudeva, who is the 

innermost self of all.   

In Advaita, the innermost self is Atman, which is non-different from Brahman. Only 

that entity can be claimed to be oneself and not any other. Since there is the word 

Vasudeva here, the doubt may arise as to whether this is saguna Brahman. But that is 

settled since the conviction is ‘I am non-different from That.’  In Advaita the identity 

is not with the deity but the Nirguna Brahman that the deity is in truth.  

We can recall the Kathopanishat 1.39 Bhashya where too Shankara has said ‘the 

Supreme Brahman is known by the name Vasudeva.’  Since it is concluded decidedly 

that Tad Vishnoh paramam padam and Vasudeva mean nirguna brahman alone, here 

in the Gita bhashya too this Vasudeva, it is nirguna Brahman alone.  

There are some other instances, outside the prasthana traya bhashya, where 

Shankara has identified the Supreme Nirguna Brahman with names such as Vishnu, 

Vasudeva, Narayana, Tripurari: 

 

र्स्य प्रसादादहमेि विषु्मयये्यि सिं परर द्धल्पिं ि । 

इतं्थ विजानावम सदात्मरूपं िस्यांविपदं्म प्रणिोऽद्धि वनत्यम् ॥ २॥ [Vākyavṛtti]  

(I alone am Vishnu by my Guru’s grace) 

अहमेि परं ब्रह्म िासुदेिाख्यमव्यर्म् । 

इवि स्यावन्नवश्चिो मुक्तो बि एिान्यिा ििेि् ॥ १ [Brahmanuchintanam] 

(I alone am Para Brahman, known by the name Vasudeva) 
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नारार्णोऽहं नर ान्तोऽहं पुरान्त ोऽहं पुरूर्ोऽमीशः  ।  

अखण्डबोिोऽहमशेर्सािी वनरीश्वरोऽहं वनरहं ि वनमयमः ।।494।। [Vivekachudaman] 

(I am Narayana, the slayer of Narakasura. I am Shiva, the slayer of the Tripura asuras) 

In all the three verses, the names 'vishnu, vāsudeva and narayana' are used in the 

expression of realization of one's true self, nirguna Brahman.  

 

'Vākyavṛtti' is cited by Swami Vidyaranya in the Panchadashi as that of Acharya.  Sri Vishveshvara 

Sraswati (Guru of Sri Madhusudana Saraswati), in the Yatidharma sangraha, has cited verses from the 

Vakyavritti and the Brahmanuchintanam as those of Shankara.  

 

Someone outside the Advaita sampradaya would quickly conclude this as blasphemy: claiming oneself 

to be God.  Only those in the sampradaya, who have exposure to the Bhashya and their explanation, 

would know that these names of God are actually used in the sense of Nirguna Brahman.  In fact all 

these names have etymological meanings which will clarify that it is not about the deity/person but 

the substratum Nirguna Brahman.  Taking the popular meaning of these names alone creates 

problems.   

 

Om Tat Sat  

 

  

 

 

 


