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Summary 
 
The Nature of ātmā 
Fundamental Characteristics of ātmā 
 
ātmā is the eternal, unchanging consciousness principle that is the true self, distinct from the 
physical body and mind. It represents the ultimate reality of our being, transcending all physical 
and mental phenomena. (Acharya Tadany) 

 
1. Eternal Nature (nityam)  

o Not subject to birth or death - ātmā exists before the body is born and continues after the 
body dies 

o Exists beyond the cycle of creation and destruction (samsara) 
o Remains constant while the body undergoes changes through various life stages 
o Transcends time itself - has no beginning or end 
o Cannot be destroyed by any means - weapons, fire, water, or wind cannot affect it 

 
2. Unchanging Quality (nirvikāra)  

o While the body goes through six modifications (birth, existence, growth, transformation, 
decay, death) 

o ātmā remains unaffected and constant throughout all these changes 
o Serves as the witnessing consciousness that observes all modifications 
o Does not undergo any transformation or alteration in its essential nature 
o Maintains its purity and completeness regardless of external circumstances 

 
3. Consciousness Principle (caitanyam svarūpam)  
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o ātmā is the source of awareness and consciousness in all beings 
o It illuminates all experiences but is not the experiences themselves 
o Functions as the subject, never the object of experience 
o Self-luminous - does not require anything else to make it conscious 
o The very essence of ātmā is pure awareness or consciousness 
o Without ātmā, the body and mind would be inert and lifeless 

 
Key Philosophical Concepts 
 
akartā (Non-Doership) 
ātmā is not the doer of actions. While the body and mind perform actions, ātmā remains as the 
witnessing consciousness, uninvolved in the actual doing. This is one of the most profound and 
liberating teachings of the Bhagavad Gītā. 
 
• Actions are performed by the body-mind complex through the three gunas (qualities of 

nature) 
• ātmā observes but does not participate in the action itself 
• Understanding this distinction is crucial for spiritual liberation (mokṣa) 
• The sense of "I am doing" arises from identification with the body-mind, not from ātmā 
• When we mistakenly identify ātmā as the doer, we become bound by karma 
• Understanding that akartā leads to freedom from the burden of action and its consequences 

 
abhōktā (Non-Experiencer of Results) 
ātmā is not affected by the results or consequences of actions. It remains untouched by pleasure, 
pain, success, or failure. This teaching complements the concept of akartā. 
 
• Results of actions affect the body and mind, creating experiences of joy and sorrow 
• ātmā remains neutral and unaffected by these experiences 
• This understanding helps in maintaining equanimity (samatvam) in all situations 
• The experiencer is the ego (ahamkara), not the true self (ātmā) 
• Pleasure and pain are modifications of the mind, not of consciousness itself 
• Recognizing abhōktā frees us from attachment to outcomes and fear of consequences 
 
Analogies Used by Krishna 
 
The Light Analogy 
Just as light illuminates objects but is not the objects themselves, ātmā illuminates all 
experiences but is not the experiences. Light makes things visible but remains distinct from what 
it reveals. 
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• Light enables us to see objects, but the light itself is not the objects 
• Similarly, ātmā enables us to be aware of thoughts, feelings, and sensations 
• The consciousness remains pure and unchanged by what it illuminates 
• Just as light is not affected by the nature of objects it reveals (beautiful or ugly, clean or 

dirty), ātmā is not affected by the nature of experiences 
• This analogy helps us understand the distinction between the knower and the known 
 
The Ocean Analogy 
Like the ocean that remains unchanged despite the waves on its surface, ātmā remains constant 
despite the modifications and changes in the body-mind complex. 
 
• Waves rise and fall on the ocean's surface, but the water remains undisturbed 
• Similarly, thoughts, emotions, and experiences arise and subside in consciousness 
• The essential nature of ātmā remains peaceful and unchanging 
• Waves are not separate from the ocean - they are made of the same water 
• Likewise, all experiences arise within consciousness but are not separate from it 
• This analogy illustrates both the unity and the distinction between ātmā and its 

manifestations (anātmā) 
 
The Paradox of Seeing ātmā 
 
Why ātmā Cannot Be Seen 
ātmā cannot be experienced as an object because it is always the subject - the seer, not the seen. 
This is a fundamental principle taught by Acharya Tadany and emphasized throughout Vedantic 
philosophy. 

 
• ātmā is the consciousness that sees, not something to be seen 
• It is the experiencer, not an experience that can be had 
• Any attempt to objectify ātmā misses its true nature entirely 
• It is self-evident and self-luminous - it reveals itself by its very nature 
• The eye cannot see itself directly; similarly, consciousness cannot objectify itself 
• All instruments of knowledge (senses, mind, intellect) are illuminated by ātmā 
• Therefore, ātmā cannot be known through these instruments as an object 
 
Implications for Understanding 
This teaching points to the limitation of trying to know ātmā through conventional means of 
knowledge. Since ātmā is the knower itself, it cannot become an object of knowledge in the usual 
sense. 
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• Conventional knowledge involves a subject-object relationship 
• ātmā transcends this duality - it is pure subjectivity 
• The knowledge of ātmā is not gained but recognized - it is self-recognition 
• This is why meditation and self-inquiry are emphasized on top of studies 
• Words and concepts can only point toward ātmā, not capture it 
• The teaching uses negation (neti neti - "not this, not this") to help remove false identifications 
 
The Role of the Teacher and Scripture 
Given that ātmā cannot be known as an object, the role of the teacher (guru) and scripture 
(śāstra) becomes crucial in guiding the student toward self-knowledge. 
 
• The teacher helps remove misconceptions and false identifications 
• Scripture provides a systematic methodology for self-inquiry 
• Both point the student toward their own direct experience 
• The ultimate validation comes from the student's own recognition, not external authority 
 
Practical Applications 
 
Ethical Decision-Making 
Understanding the nature of ātmā has profound implications for how we approach ethical 
decisions and moral dilemmas. It provides a foundation for dharmic action. 
 
• Recognition that the true self is beyond actions and their results  

o Frees us from ego-driven decision making 
o Allows us to act based on universal principles rather than personal gain 
 

• Ability to act without attachment to outcomes  
o Reduces anxiety and stress in decision-making 
o Enables clearer thinking unclouded by fear or desire 
 

• Foundation for performing duty without being bound by consequences  
o This is the essence of karma yoga taught in the Gītā 
o Allows for wholehearted action without the burden of results 
 

• Promotes ethical behavior based on inner wisdom rather than external rewards or 
punishments 
 

• Helps in making decisions that consider the welfare of all beings, not just personal benefit 
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• Provides stability and consistency in ethical conduct regardless of circumstances 
 
Societal Interactions 
The teachings about ātmā influence how we relate to others and society, fostering harmony and 
understanding. 
 
• Seeing the same eternal consciousness in all beings  

o Promotes respect and compassion for all life forms 
o Reduces discrimination based on external differences 
o Fosters a sense of universal brotherhood and sisterhood 
 

• Developing equanimity in success and failure  
o Maintains emotional balance in changing circumstances 
o Prevents arrogance in success and depression in failure 
o Allows for consistent relationships regardless of external situations 
 

• Acting from a place of wisdom rather than ego-identification  
o Reduces conflicts arising from ego clashes 
o Promotes collaborative rather than competitive approaches 
o Enables genuine service to others without expectation of recognition 
 

• Cultivating forgiveness and understanding when others cause harm 
 

• Recognizing that others are also struggling with their own ignorance and identification 
 

• Building communities based on shared values rather than superficial similarities 
 
Personal Transformation 
The understanding of ātmā leads to profound personal transformation at multiple levels of being. 
 
• Shifting identification from the body-mind to ātmā  

o Reduces fear of death and aging 
o Provides a stable sense of identity beyond changing circumstances 
o Frees energy previously spent on defending and promoting the ego 
 

• Reducing anxiety about change and impermanence  
o Recognizing that the essential self is unchanging 
o Accepting the natural flow of life without resistance 
o Finding peace in the midst of life's uncertainties 
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• Cultivating inner peace through understanding one's true nature  
o Peace that is not dependent on external conditions 
o A sense of completeness that doesn't require constant acquisition 
o Freedom from the tyranny of likes and dislikes 
 

• Developing witness consciousness in daily life  
o Observing thoughts and emotions without being overwhelmed by them 
o Creating space between stimulus and response 
o Maintaining awareness even in challenging situations 
 

• Experiencing greater joy and contentment independent of circumstances 
 

• Reducing the compulsive need for external validation and approval 
 
Integration with Daily Life 
The teachings are not meant to remain theoretical but to be integrated into every aspect of daily 
living. 
 
• Regular practice of self-inquiry (ātmā vicāra) throughout the day 
• Pausing to recognize the witnessing consciousness during activities 
• Applying the understanding of akartā and abhōktā in work and relationships 
• Using challenges as opportunities to deepen understanding rather than as problems to avoid 
• Cultivating gratitude for the gift of consciousness itself 

 
 
Key Takeaways 
Krishna's teaching emphasizes that understanding ātmā is not merely intellectual knowledge but 
a transformative realization that changes how we perceive ourselves and the world. It is the 
foundation for liberation (mokṣa) and the key to living a life of wisdom, peace, and purpose. 
 
1. ātmā is eternal, unchanging, and beyond birth and death  

o This understanding removes the fundamental fear of mortality 
o Provides the basis for fearless living 
 

2. It is the consciousness principle that illuminates all experiences  
o Without ātmā, there would be no awareness of anything 
o All knowledge depends on this fundamental consciousness 
 

3. ātmā is neither the doer (akartā) nor the experiencer of results (abhōktā)  

https://tadany.org/en/vedanta/bhagavad-gita-3/


 
अदै्वत वेदान्त                                   advaita vedānta                                      ācārya Tadany 
 

      https://tadany.org/en/vedanta/bhagavad-gita-3/ 
 

 

o This liberates us from the burden of karma 
o Allows for action without bondage 
 

4. The body undergoes modifications while ātmā remains constant  
o Provides stability amidst life's changes 
o Helps us not to over-identify with physical or mental states 
 

5. ātmā cannot be seen as an object because it is always the subject  
o Points to the unique nature of self-knowledge 
o Indicates the need for a different approach than objective study 
 

6. This understanding has practical implications for ethics, relationships, and personal well-
being  
o Not just philosophy but a practical guide for living 
o Transforms every aspect of life when properly understood and applied 
 

7. The understanding and assimilation of ātmā is the ultimate goal of human life  
o Brings complete fulfillment and freedom 
o Ends the cycle of suffering caused by ignorance 
 

8. Regular study, reflection, and meditation are necessary for deepening this understanding  
o Intellectual understanding must mature into direct realization 
o Requires consistent practice and guidance from qualified teachers 

 
Common Misconceptions and Clarifications, by Acharya 
Tadany 
 
Misconception 1: ātmā is the mind or intellect 
Clarification: ātmā is the consciousness that illuminates the mind and intellect. It is the witness 
of mental activities, not the mind itself. 
 
Misconception 2: Understanding ātmā means becoming passive or inactive 
Clarification: Understanding ātmā actually enables more effective action because it removes the 
anxiety and attachment that cloud judgment. Krishna himself advocates action based on this 
understanding. 
 
Misconception 3: ātmā is something to be achieved or attained 
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Clarification: ātmā is what you already are. It is not something to be gained but recognized. The 
practice is about removing ignorance, not acquiring something new. 
 
Misconception 4: Only renunciates or monks can assimilate ātmā 
Clarification: The Bhagavad Gītā was taught to Arjuna, a warrior in the midst of worldly duties. 
Self-realization is available to all, regardless of their station in life. 
 
Questions for Reflection and Contemplation 
These questions are designed to deepen your understanding through personal inquiry: 
1. If I am not the body, who am I really? 
2. Can I observe my thoughts without being identified with them? 
3. What remains constant in my experience despite all the changes in my life? 
4. Who is aware of my awareness? 
5. How does understanding ātmā change my relationship with success and failure? 
6. In what ways am I still identified with being the doer of actions? 
7. How can I apply the teaching of akartā in my daily work? 
8. What would change in my relationships if I truly saw the same ātmā in everyone? 
 
Additional Context from Class Discussion 
 
Class Format and Approach 
The class follows a traditional Vedantic teaching methodology where complex philosophical 
concepts are explained through: 
• Direct exposition of scriptural teachings 
• Use of analogies and examples from everyday life 
• Question and answer sessions to clarify doubts 
• Practical applications to make the teaching relevant 
• Regular review and reinforcement of key concepts 
 
 
Recommended Practices 
Daily Contemplation 
• Spend 10-15 minutes daily reflecting on the nature of ātmā 
• Practice witnessing your thoughts and emotions without identification 
• Remind yourself throughout the day: "I am the witness, not the doer" 
 
Study and Review 
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• Regularly review these notes and the relevant verses from the Bhagavad Gītā 
• Study with a qualified teacher who can clarify doubts 
• Discuss these concepts with fellow students to deepen understanding 
 
Integration in Action 
• Before important actions, pause and recognize the witnessing consciousness 
• After actions, practice non-attachment to results 
• In relationships, try to see beyond the body-mind to the ātmā in others 
 
Conclusion 
The teaching on ātmā in the Bhagavad Gītā represents one of humanity's most profound insights 
into the nature of consciousness and reality. It offers not just philosophical understanding but a 
practical path to freedom from suffering and the knowing of our true nature. As Acharya Tadany 
emphasizes, this is not merely intellectual knowledge to be stored away, but a living wisdom to 
be contemplated, integrated, and ultimately assimilated in direct experience. 
 
May this understanding of ātmā guide us toward greater wisdom, peace, and liberation. May we 
recognize our true nature and live in alignment with this highest truth. (Acharya Tadany) 
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