Chapter - V
PRAJAPATI IN THE UPANISADIC
LITERATURE
Prajapati’s exalted position which overpowered the whole range
o f the Brahm anical literature has lost sight o f in the principal
Upanisads. We notice a new trend in the Upanjsadic literature. All
the individual gods are made subordinate to the concept o f Brahman
who is the Absolute and Ultimate Reality according to the Upanisadic
literature. It teaches the unity o f the Brahman and Atman or the identity
o f the human Soul with the universal Self . 1
The hymns o f creation are the forerunners o f the concept o f
monism in the Upanisads. The naive pantheism o f the early Vedic
Indian gave place to profound monism. N o doubt, the gods played
their part, but these were o f lesser importance than the fundamental
questions o f the origins o f this universe troubling the minds o f these
men. The enquiry was objective. M an was intrigued by nature, and
w hen he found that he could not explain nature either by the
postulation o f divinities or by rational thinking he was lost in
bewilderment. It is this that leads one smoothly into the speculative
thinking o f the Upanisads.
Ancient Aryan’s conception o f gods behind nature, his way o f
worship, his classification o f the gods, his quest after unity among
1.

ayamatma brahma/

Br.U., 4.4.5
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them and his marked monotheistic tendencies, his search for the
Supreme god, his ultimately rising to the transcendental Reality beyond
all limitations— in all these and many more o f his religious striving
can be perceived the dawn o f the Indian Philosophy.
The ancient Aryans composed and sang the Vedic hymns to praise
some superhuman invisible beings and to get a glimpse into the original
fervour. The hymns are those o f the Samhitas and the rituals are
described in the Brahmanas. The quest o f the worshippers, who
propitiated the gods through the rituals for their mercy or boon, had
developed the conception o f a superhuman nature behind it. When the
Aryans saw the phenom ena o f nature - clouds’ gathering, lightning,
flashing, the sun rising and setting, the moon waxing and waning etc.,
- their simple faith made them believe in the existence o f a conscious
agent, called a deva or god, behind each o f these phenomena.
Gradually, the Aryans accepted the existence o f devas or gods,
who, in later philosophical development, are considered to be the
2

manifestation o f one god, whom they called the Supreme Brahman.
The transcendental Reality, which is beyond all limitations o f the
universe, is described in the Rgveda as ‘ekam sad ’ or ‘That R eal ’ .23
This conception gave rise to the thinking o f a non-dual Reality, which
is best developed and most clearly expressed to acquire the conception
o f the Supreme Brahman. The absolute as the transcendental Reality

2.

katyevadevahyajfiavalkyetyekaityom itihovaca/

IkU., 3.9.1

3.

ekam sad vipra bahudha vadantyagnim yamam matarisvanamahuh /
R.V., 1.164.46
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is described in many typical passages o f the Upanisads.
The word used in the Upanisads to indicate the Supreme Reality
is ‘Brahman’. It is derived from the root brmh, ‘to grow’,’ to increase’.
Sahkaracarya in his commentary to the Svetasvatara Upanisadclearly
states-- tbrmhati brmhayati tasmaducyate p a r am b ra h m etf . 5
Brahman is the all-pervading soul and spirit o f the universe from
which all created things are produced. Thus, the term Brahman
suggests ceaseless growth, i.e. brhattva w hich m eans vastness.

,

‘

6

Sankaracaiya also categorically states— ‘brhattamatvad brahma’.

M adhvacarya explains the term Brahman, the person whom the
qualities dwell in fullness, lbrhanto hyasmin gunah\

7

The U panisadic literature describes Brahm an th u s ‘Brahman is that from which all the material things have appeared,
that which supports all these created things and that to which everything
g

goes finally.’
9

Brahman is that which is formless and which is Satya; Brahman
is that which is without fear ; 10 Brahman is that which is Truth {Satya),
4. (i) sahovaca,etadvaitadaksaram....asthulam,ananu.../

Br.U., 3.8.8-11

(ii) yad arcimad yad amibhyo’nuca.. .tad etad aksaram brahma.../
Mu.lL, 2.2.2
5.

Sankara on SvetU., 1.1

6.

Sankara on T.U., 2.1

7.

cf. Radhakrishan,S., The Principal Upanisads, p.52

8.

yato va imam bhutanijayate yenajatani jivanti/
yatprayantyabhisamvManti/
tadvijijnasasva/ tadbrahmeti/

T.U.,3.1

9.

yadamurta tatsatyam tad brahma/

Mai.U., 5.3

10.

abhayam vai brahma/

Br.U., 4.4.25
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Knowledge (Jfiana), and Infiniteness (Ananta);UBrahman is eternal
-

(Nitya) and bliss (Ananda).
Brahman.

13

12

—

The Atman is also regarded as

Brahman is the single entity and is without a second;

hence it is said- ‘Brahman was one in the beginning and it became
14

everything’; ‘Brahman is single without a second, multiplicity does
15

not exist in Brahman’; ‘Brahman is Amrta (immortal) and pervades
all directions’ . 16
All that comes out of the above discussion is that the single one
17

'

(iekam) which Rgveda refers to, is the Brahman o f the Upanisads.
He is both the efficient and material cause of this universe. The
following statements indicate that the universe is established in
Brahman - ‘Brahman is the seat of establishment of everything’; ‘The
18

whole universe is established in Brahman’. Brahman was there
before all these material things came into existence.

19

He knows the

highest place of Brahman, where the universe is put and shines
brightly.

20

No distinction is made between Brahman and this

11.

satyamjnanamanantam brahma/

T.U.,2.1

12.

nityanandamayam brahma/

Ibid., 6.72

13.

ayamatma brahma/

M n.U.,2

14.

brahma va idamagra aslttadatmanamevavet/

Br.U., 1.4.10

15.

sadeva soumyedamagra asldekamevadvitlyam/

Cha.U., 6.2.1

16.

brahmaivedamamrtam purastad brahma pascaddaksinatascontarena/
Mu.U., 2.2.11

17.

ekam sad vipra bahudha vadantyagnim yamam matarisvanamahuh /
R.V., 1.164.46

18.

tasmillokah sritah sarve tadu natyeti kascan/

Kath.U., 2.5.8

19.

sadeva soumyedamagra asldekamevadvitlyam/

Cha.U., 6.2.1

20.

sa vedait paramam brahma dhama yatra vis vam nihitam bhati subhram/
Mu.U., 3.2.1
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universe w hich is evident in the follow ing statem ents - ‘Brahm an
is this w hole w o rld ’;

21

see here is B rahm an’.

‘Everything is B rahm an’;

22

‘W hat all we

23

Prajapati is otherwise known as Brahman in the TJpanisadic
lite ra tu re . T he Brhadaranyaka U panisad sta te s — ‘esa
24

prajapatiryaddhridayametadbrahmaitaf.

W hile explaining the

relevant passage, Sahkaracarya has commented that Prajapati is called
Brahman because he is great and he is the soul o f all the creatures. He
25

*

is the creator o f the mankind. All the gods and the demons are the
descendants o f Prajapati. For obvious reasons the gods were indeed
few in number and the demons more numerous. They rivalled each
other for the ownership o f these worlds. The gods intended to defeat
26

the demons through the Udgitha in the Jyotistoma sacrifice. Here, by
the words descendants are meant the organs o f speech, hearing etc.
They signify both gods and demons. W hen the organs think and act
properly according to the scriptural injunctions to gain spiritual ends,
they are called gods. On the other hand, the organs become demons

21.

brahmaivedam visvamidam varistham/

Ibid., 2.2.11

22.

sarvam khalvidam brahma/

Cha.U., 3.14.1

23.

brahmaivedam sarvam/

Nrsm .U., 7.3

24.

Br.U., 5.3.1

25.

prajapatih prajanam srasta/ etad brahma brhatvat sarvatmatvacca brahma/
t

Sankara, Ibid.
26.

dvaya ha prajapatya devasvasurasca/ tatah kamyasa eva deva jyayasa
asurasta esu lokesvaspardhanta te ha deva ucurhantasuranyajha
udgithenatyayameti/

Ibid., 1.3.1
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when their actions and thoughts are directed to secular ends.

27

In the Chandogya Upanisad, Prajapati is identified with the
28

__

Aditya, i.e. the Sun.

Elsewhere in the Upanisad,the Sun is said to

be the offspring o f Prajapati.

29

H e is called Prajapati as he protects

all the creatures.30 Prajapati is stated as sacrifice .31 Purusa, the ultimate
support o f the universe, is identified with progeny and its deity, i.e.
cause is Prajapati, the father.

32

The three-fold offspring o f Prajapati

are - gods, m en and Asuras, and they earnestly fo llo w Prajapati,
their father as religious students.

33

*

Prajapati is stated to rest in the

mother’s w om b . 34
In the Upanisadic literature, Prajapati is stated as the creator o f
the universe.

35

The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad states that Prajapati

(Viraj) created the organs. These, after being created, com peted with
27.

ke te/ devascasurasca/ tasyaiva prajapateh prana vagadayah/ katham
punastesam devasuratvam/ ucyate— s'asrajanitajRakarmabhavita
dyotanaddeva bhavanti/ ta eva svabhavikapratyaksanumanaj anitadrstaprayojanakaxmajnanabhavitaasurah/

Sankara, Ibid.

28.

prajapatih savita/

Cha.U., 1.12.5

29.

suryaprajdpatya/

fsa.U.,16
/

30.

prajapatih palanatprajanam/

Sankara on Cha.U.,1.12.5

31.

yajnah prajapatiriti/

32.

purusam sarvasyatmanah parayanaih yamatha ya evayarii putramayah

Br.U., 3.9.6

pumsah sa esa vadaiva sakalya tasya ka devateti prajapatiriti/
Ibid., 3.9.17
33.

trayah prajapatyah prajapatou pitari brahmacaiyamusurdeva manusya
asura/

Ibid., 5.2.1

34.

prajapatiscarasi garbhe/

Pra.U.,2.7

35.

prajapatirva eko’gre’tisthatsa naramataikah sotmanamabhidhyatva bahvlh
praja asijat/

Mai.U., 2.6
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one another. The organ o f speech resolved that it would go on speaking.
The eye said that it would see. The ear stated that it would hear. So
did the other organs according to their functions. Death seized them
in the form o f exhaustion. It overtook and then restrained them.
Therefore, the vocal organ, the eye and the ear got tired. But death
could not overtake the vital force in the body. The other organs
resolved to know it and they realized that this verily is the real thing.
They all assumed its form alone. Hence they are called by its name o f
_

Prana.

36

*

Water w as, at first, this world. W ater indicates here the
unmanifested state o f the world, before its creation, together with the
creator; therefore it is the seed o f all creation. Water created truth.
Truth is Brahman, Brahman coated Prajapati, Prajapati created the
37

gods. Prajapati brooded on the worlds. From them, thus brooded upon,
the threefold knowledge issued forth. He pondered on this. And from
this, thus pondered upon, issued forth the syllables bhuh, bhuvah and

svah.

38

/

In his commentary, Sankaracarya elaborates the idea that

Prajapati, i.e. Kasyapa or Viraj, in order to draw the essence o f the
worlds brooded upon, i.e. performed austerity in the form o f meditation.

36.

prajapatirhakarmani sasrje...sarverupambhavamstasmadeta
etanakhyayante prana iti/

3 7.

apa evedamagra asusta apah satyamasij anta satyam brahma brahma
prajapatim prajapatirdevamste/

3 8.

Br.U., 1.5.21

Ibid., 5.5.1

prajapatirlokanabhyatapattebhyo’bhitaptebhyastrayi vidya
samprasravattamabhyatapattasya abhitaptaya etanyaksarani
samprasravanta bhurbhuvah svariti/

Cha.U., 2.23.2
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From these, thus brooded upon, their essence, the threefold knowledge
issued forth, i.e. appeared in the mind o f Prajapati. He brooded upon
this as before. From this thus brooded upon, these syllables issued
forth, i.e. the vyahrtis, bhuh, bhuvah and svah.

39

As a creator, it is noted that Prajapati thought o f him self to
provide him a firm basis. So he created woman and then resorted to
her.

40

The Aitareya Upanisad identifies Prajapati as Brahman, the

Ultimate Reality. It is stated that Prajapati is Brahman. Prajapati,
t

who is recognized as the Supreme Brahman is none other than Indra
and he is all the gods .41 Sahkaracarya in his commentary on the relevant
passage has stated that Prajapati is the first-born and all the Lokapalas
such as Agni and others are produced from his body.

42

/

The Svetdsvatara Upanisad also extols Prajapati as Brahman
and states that the Brahman is indeed, Agni, Aditya, Vayu and
Candramas; and he is the pure shining one, the Brahman, the water

3 9.

prajapatirvirat kasyapo va lokanuddisya tesu sarajighrksayabhyatapadabhitapam krtavandhyanam tapah krtavanityarthah/ tebhyo’bhiptebhyah
sarabhuta tral vidya samprasravatprajapatermanasi pratyabhadityarthah/
tamabhy atapat purvavat/ tasya abhitaptaya etany aksarani samprasravanta
bhurbhuvah svariti vyahrtayah/

40.

Sankara, Ibid.

sa ha praj apatinksamcakre hantasmai pratistham kalpayaniti sa striyam
sasrje tam srstva’dha upasta/

Br.U., 6.4.2

41.

esabrahmaisa indra esa praj apatirete sarve deva/

A .U., 5.3

42.

esaprajapatiryaprathamajahs'anri/yato

mukhadinirbhedadvarenagn-

yadayo lokapala jatah sa prajapatiresa eva/
Sankara, Ibid.
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. 43

and Prajapati. The Mahanarayana Upanisadalso reiterates the same
idea which states that Brahman is Agni, Vayu, Surya, Candra, Sukra,
44

Amrta, the waters and Prajapati. In the same Upanisad, it is also
45

stated that Prajapati is the first-born. He is the endless source of
bliss (Ananda) - ‘one hundred units of Brhaspati’s joy make the joy
46

of Prajapati’. This reminds the character of Brahman - ‘anando
brahmeti vyajanaf.

47

All the vowels are the parts of Indra’s body and all sibilants
48

are the parts o f Prajapati. It is also said that Prajapati is the syllable
'him,' for Prajapati cannot be defined and the syllable "him", too, is
49

indistinct. If any one would censure him for his sibilants, he should
tell him that he had taken refuge in Prajapati and he would ruin him .50

43.

tadevagnistadadityastadvayustadu candramah /
tadeva s'ukram tadbrahma tadapastamtprajapatih //

44.

tadevagmstadvayustatsuryastada candramah/
tadevasukramamrtamtadapahsaprajapatih//

45.

Svet.U., 4.2
Mn.U., 1.7

paiitya lokanparitya bhutani paritya sarvah pradiso disas'ca /
prajapatih prathamaja rtasyatmanatmanamabhisambabhuva // Ibid., 2.7

46.

teyesatambrhaspateranandahsaekahprajapateranandah/ T.U., 2.8.4

47.

Ibid., 3.6

48.

sarve svara indrasyatmanah sarvausmanahprajapateratmanah sarve
spar^a mrtyoratmanastam yadi svaresupalabhetendram saranam
prapanno’bhuvamsatvaprati vaksyatotyenambruyat/

49.

Cha.U., 2.22.3

prajapatirhibkarah/ aniruktyaddhirhkarasya cavyaktatvat/
Sankara, Ibid.

50.

athayadyenamusmasupalabhetaprajapatim saranam prapanno’bhuvam sa
tva prati peksyatityenam bruyat/

Ibid., 2.22.4
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Prajapati brooded over the world and from them, thus brooded
over, he extracted their essences. From the earth he squeezed fire,
from the sky, air; and from the heaven, the sun. Then again, he brooded
over the three deities and from these too, he extracted the essence in
the form o f the three Vedas. Again he brooded over the three Vedas
and from them he extracted the three vyahrtis, bhuh, bhuvah, and

svah .51
Prajapati is the hrdaya, he is Brahman and he is the all. Hrdaya
t

consists o f three syllables. The first syllable is ‘h r \ which means
that the senses and the rest perform their works. The second syllable
is ‘d a \ which means the senses and the rest bestow power on him.
The third syllable is <
‘yd >and thereby it is meant that he, who thus
knows, proceeds to heaven, his place.

52

/

Sankaracarya states that the
53

term ‘hrdaya’ here means ‘hrdayastha buddhih’.

Prajapati is the presiding deity over time. He is described as
the year and has sixteen digits. The lunar days are his fifteen digits,
and his sixteenth digit is verily fixed. He, as the moon, waxes and
wanes through the lunar days. Through the above sixteenth digit he
pervades all these living beings on the new moon night, and arises

51.

prajapatirlokanabhyatapattesam tapyamavanam rasanpravrhadagnim
prthivya vayumantariksadadityam divah..../

52.

Ibid., 4.17.1-3

esa praj apathy addhrdayameta brahmaitat sarvam tadetatiyaksararh
hrdayamiti hr ityekamaksaramabhiharantyasmai svascanyai ca ya evam
veda da ityekamaksaram dadatysmai svascanye ca ya evam veda yamitye
kamaksarameti svargam lokam ya evam veda/

53.

Sankara, Ibid.

Br.U., 5.3.1
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from there in the morning. Therefore, in honour o f this very deity, one
should not, on this night, snatch the life o f any living being, not even
54

o f a chameleon. In the Prasna Upanisad also, it is stated that Praj apati
is the year. In the year there are two movements o f the sun, the one
towards the south and the other towards the north .55 Praj apati is also
56

described as month. Its dark half is rayi, the bright h alf is prana. He
is the day and night. What is his day, is prana, what is his night, is
57

rayi. Prajapati is described as food. From it is produced the semen
and out o f it all beings are bom.

58

*

It is also stated that Prajapati

desired progeny; therefore, he practised tapas and thereafter he created

54.

sa esa samvatsarah prajapatih soda&kalastasya ratraya eva pancadasakala
dhruvaivasya sodas! kala sa ratribhireva ca puryate’pa ca kslyate
so’mavasmam ratrimetaya sods'ya kalaya sarvamidarh
pranabhrdanupravisya tatah pratapayate tasmadetam ratrim pranabhrtah
pranaih na vicchindyadapi krkalasasyaitasya eva devataya apacityai.
Ibid., 1.5.14

55.

samvatsaro vai prajapatistasyayane daksinam ca/ tadye ha vai tadistapurte
krtamityupaste te candramasameva lokamabhijayante/ ta eva
punaravartante tasmadete rsayahprajakama daksinam pratiyante/ esa ha
vairayiryahpitiyanah/

56.

Pra.U., 1.9

maso vai prajapatistasyakrsnapaksa evarayih s'uklahpranastasmadete
rsayah s'ukla istam kurvantitara itarasmin/

Ibid., 1.12

57.

ahoratro vai prajapatistasyaharevapranoratrirevarayih/ Ibid., 1.13

58.

annam vai prajapatistato ha vai tadretastsmadimah praj ah prajayanta iti/
Ibid., 1.14
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a pair, namely rayi and prana. Then, Prajapati expected that both o f
them would create for him manifold progeny.

59

The Prasna Upanisad deals with six questions (prasnas), which
are put by six explorers o f Brahman to the wise Pippalada, with six
main points o f the Vedanta doctrine. The first question, from where
the beings originate, serves only as an occasion to divide nature, as
the product o f Prajapati, into two parts: ray/(matter) and prana{ life).
Under the first part the dark side o f the world is grouped, viz. the
<

moon, the winter, the dark half o f the month, the night; while under the
later part the bright side o f the world is grouped, viz. the sun, the
summer, the bright h alf o f the month, and the day.

60

Thus, Prajapati is treated as the creator o f the universe. All the
creative activities are attributed to Prajapati. He is also extolled in
the Upanisads as the preserver o f the universe. Prajapati is Brahman,
the Ultimate Reality.

59.

prajakamo vai prajapatih sa tapo’tapyat sa tapastaptva sa
mithunamutpadayate/ rayim capranam cetyetou m e bahudhaprajah
karisyata iti/

60.

Ibid., 1.4

Ibid., 1
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