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ABSTRACT

The Kena Upanishad presents one of the most profound explorations of knowledge in Indian
philosophical thought by questioning the very foundations of human cognition. Instead of
treating knowledge as a product of sensory perception or intellectual reasoning, the text directs
attention to the deeper principle that enables the senses and the mind to function. This research
paper offers a comprehensive epistemological study of the Kena Upanishad, arguing that true
knowledge lies beyond empirical observation and conceptual understanding. Through close
textual analysis, engagement with classical commentaries, and reference to modern scholarly
interpretations, the paper explains how the Upanishad understands Brahman—ultimate reality
or consciousness—as the ground of all knowing. The study situates the Kena Upanishad within
the framework of Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) and examines its relevance to the National
Education Policy (NEP) 2020, which emphasises holistic, value-based education rooted in
Indian intellectual traditions. In addition, the paper analyses the Kena Upanishad as a literary-
philosophical text, using insights from literary theory to understand its use of paradox,
narrative, and symbolic language. The paper concludes that the Kena Upanishad presents a
timeless vision of knowledge as experiential, transformative, and ethically oriented, offering
valuable insights for philosophy, literature, and contemporary education.
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across cultures and historical periods. In much of modern academic thought, knowledge

is understood primarily as something that can be observed, measured, verified, or
logically demonstrated. This approach privileges the senses and the intellect as the chief
instruments of knowing. While such an understanding has enabled remarkable advances in
science and technology, it also raises important philosophical questions. Are the senses
sufficient to grasp reality in its fullness? Is knowledge merely the accumulation of information,
or does it involve a deeper transformation of the knower?

F I \he nature and limits of human knowledge have been central concerns of philosophy

Ancient Indian philosophy, particularly as articulated in the Upanishads, addresses these
questions by shifting the focus from external objects of knowledge to the inner source of
awareness. The Kena Upanishad is especially significant because it does not begin by
describing the world or the self but by questioning the very act of knowing. Its opening
inquiry—"“By whom is the mind directed?”—immediately challenges the assumption that the
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mind and senses function independently. Instead, it invites reflection on the deeper principle
that animates them.

This paper aims to provide a comprehensive and accessible study of the epistemology of the
Kena Upanishad. It explores how the text critiques sensory-based knowledge, how it conceives
consciousness (Brahman) as the foundation of all cognition, and how it uses paradox and
narrative to communicate philosophical insight. The study also situates the Kena Upanishad
within Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS) and examines its relevance to contemporary
educational discourse, particularly in relation to the National Education Policy 2020.
Furthermore, the paper reads the Kena Upanishad as a literary text, showing how its style,
symbolism, and narrative structure align with modern literary theory. Through this
interdisciplinary approach, the paper demonstrates that the Kena Upanishad remains a vital
resource for understanding knowledge, selfhood, and education in the modern world.

TEXTUAL BACKGROUND AND PHILOSOPHICAL CONTEXT

The Kena Upanishad is one of the principal (Mukhya) Upanishads and is traditionally
associated with the Sama Veda. The word Upanishad implies “sitting near,” symbolising the
intimate transmission of knowledge from teacher to student. Unlike systematic philosophical
treatises, the Upanishads use poetic language, dialogue, and metaphor to guide the seeker
toward insight rather than providing rigid definitions.

The Kena Upanishad consists of four sections, the first two written in verse and the latter two
in prose. This structural movement reflects a transition from abstract philosophical reflection
to narrative illustration. The text does not present a systematic theory of knowledge in the
modern sense. Instead, it encourages inquiry by unsettling habitual modes of thinking. This
approach aligns with its epistemological position: ultimate reality cannot be grasped through
fixed concepts or linguistic formulations.

Philosophically, the Upanishads emerged during a period when ritual practices dominated
religious life. The Kena Upanishad subtly critiques the belief that ritual power or sensory
capacity can lead to ultimate truth. By shifting attention from action (karma) to knowledge
(jnana), the text participates in a broader transformation within Indian thought that prioritises
inner realisation over external performance.

The Central Epistemological Inquiry

At the heart of the Kena Upanishad lies a fundamental epistemological question: what enables
the mind to think and the senses to perceive? Rather than assuming that cognition originates in
the senses or the intellect, the Upanishad asks what stands behind these faculties. This question
represents a decisive shift in epistemology. Instead of focusing on objects of knowledge, the
text focuses on the source of knowing itself. The Upanishad identifies this source as Brahman.
In Indian philosophy, Brahman refers to ultimate reality or universal consciousness. It is not a
personal deity or an object of worship in a limited sense. Rather, it is the underlying principle
that makes existence and awareness possible. The Upanishad describes Brahman as “the ear of
the ear” and “the mind of the mind,” emphasising that it cannot be perceived directly but is that
which enables perception. This understanding challenges empirical epistemology, which
assumes that knowledge arises primarily from sensory experience. According to the Kena
Upanishad, sensory knowledge is dependent and secondary. It presupposes a deeper level of
awareness that cannot itself be objectified. In this way, the text offers a foundational critique
of sense-based theories of knowledge.
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KNOWLEDGE BEYOND SENSORY PERCEPTION

The Kena Upanishad does not reject sensory knowledge outright. It recognises that the senses
(indriyas) are necessary for practical engagement with the world. However, it insists that
sensory knowledge is limited and incomplete. The senses reveal only appearances and are
conditioned by time, space, and individual perspective.

To clarify this limitation, the Upanishad distinguishes between lower and higher forms of
knowledge. Lower knowledge involves learning about objects, concepts, and processes. Higher
knowledge involves direct realisation of truth. This distinction does not imply that empirical
learning is useless; rather, it places such learning within a broader framework. Lower
knowledge is preparatory, while higher knowledge is liberating.

For example, one may read extensively about fire and understand its properties intellectually,
but such knowledge does not substitute for the direct experience of heat. Similarly, reading
philosophical texts about consciousness does not equate to recognising one’s own awareness.
The Kena Upanishad argues that Brahman can only be known through such direct recognition.

Modern scholars often describe this as experiential epistemology. Knowledge is not merely
something one possesses; it is something that transforms the knower. This view challenges
educational models that prioritise information accumulation without reflection or self-
awareness.

The Paradox of Knowing and Not Knowing

One of the most striking features of the Kena Upanishad is its use of paradox to convey
philosophical insight. The text famously states that those who believe they know Brahman do
not truly know it, while those who recognise that they do not know it are closer to true
understanding. At first glance, this statement appears contradictory. However, its purpose is to
undermine false certainty rather than to deny the possibility of knowledge. The Upanishad
suggests that intellectual confidence often leads to reductionism. When ultimate reality is
reduced to a concept or definition, its depth and transformative power are lost. True knowledge
requires humility and openness. It involves recognising the limits of language and thought.
This paradox has parallels in modern philosophy and literary theory. Thinkers associated with
phenomenology and post-structuralism argue that reality exceeds conceptual frameworks and
that meaning cannot be fixed absolutely. The Kena Upanishad anticipates this insight by
refusing to define Brahman in positive terms. Instead, it uses negation and paradox to keep
inquiry open.

The Indra—Yaksha Narrative: Knowledge, Ego, and Symbolism

The philosophical arguments of the Kena Upanishad are vividly illustrated through the
narrative of Indra and the Yaksha. After the gods win a cosmic victory, they become proud and
assume the triumph to be their own achievement. At this moment, Brahman appears before
them in the form of a Yaksha, a mysterious being whose nature they cannot comprehend.

Agni, the god of fire, and Vayu, the god of wind, are unable to demonstrate their powers before
the Yaksha. Despite their strength, they fail to recognise the source of their own abilities. Only
Indra approaches with humility and inquiry. He later learns from Uma, who symbolises
wisdom, that the Yaksha is Brahman.
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This narrative symbolises the limitations of power and intellect when guided by ego (ahamkara,
the sense of “I”). The gods represent human faculties that become ineffective when dominated
by pride. Indra’s realisation suggests that true knowledge arises through humility, openness,
and guidance.

From a literary perspective, this episode functions as an allegory. It demonstrates how narrative
can communicate philosophical truth more effectively than abstract argument. The story invites
readers to reflect on their own assumptions about knowledge, power, and identity.

Ignorance (Avidya) and the Nature of Error

In the epistemology of the Kena Upanishad, ignorance (avidya) is not simply a lack of
information. It is a fundamental misunderstanding of reality. Human beings tend to identify
themselves with the body, senses, or intellect, assuming these limited aspects to be the true
self. This misidentification leads to fear, attachment, and suffering.

Knowledge (vidya) involves recognising one’s identity with consciousness itself. This
recognition is not merely intellectual but transformative. It alters how individuals perceive
themselves and the world. Knowledge, therefore, has ethical and existential dimensions. It
leads to freedom, compassion, and clarity rather than domination or accumulation.

Classical Commentary and Advaita Interpretation

The epistemological insights of the Kena Upanishad receive systematic articulation in the
Advaita Vedanta tradition, particularly in the commentary of Adi Shankaracharya.
Shankaracharya explains that Brahman is svayam-prakasha, meaning self-luminous. It
illuminates all experiences without itself being illuminated by anything else. According to this
interpretation, ignorance arises when self-luminous consciousness is mistaken for the mind or
body. Liberation occurs through knowledge that removes this misunderstanding. Shankara
emphasises that while rituals and intellectual study may prepare the mind, liberation comes
only through direct realisation. Modern scholars regard Advaita Vedanta as a sophisticated
philosophical system that addresses enduring questions about consciousness and selfhood.
Shankara’s interpretation reinforces the central message of the Kena Upanishad: knowledge is
inner awakening rather than external acquisition.

Indian Knowledge Systems and the Kena Upanishad

Indian Knowledge Systems represent a holistic understanding of knowledge that integrates
philosophy, ethics, art, and spirituality. Within this framework, the Kena Upanishad occupies
a foundational position. It exemplifies the emphasis on self-knowledge (atma-vidya) as the
basis of all learning. Unlike modern disciplinary fragmentation, IKS views knowledge as
interconnected and purposeful. The Kena Upanishad reflects this vision by linking
epistemology with ethical development. Knowledge is meaningful only when it leads to
wisdom and harmony.

Relevance to the National Education Policy 2020

The educational vision articulated in the National Education Policy 2020 resonates strongly
with the epistemology of the Kena Upanishad. NEP 2020 emphasises holistic education,
critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and integration of Indian knowledge traditions. It
recognises that education should cultivate awareness and character, not merely technical skills.
The Kena Upanishad offers a philosophical foundation for this vision. Its emphasis on inquiry,
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humility, and self-awareness encourages reflective learning. Teaching such texts in literature
and philosophy courses can help students engage deeply with questions of meaning and

purpose.
The Kena Upanishad as Literature and Literary Theory

From the perspective of literary studies, the Kena Upanishad can be read as a text that resists
closure and definitive interpretation. Its use of paradox, metaphor, and narrative aligns with
reader-response theory, which emphasises the role of the reader in meaning-making.

The text’s refusal to define Brahman encourages interpretative openness. This quality makes
the Kena Upanishad relevant to modern literary theory, which values ambiguity and plurality
of meaning. The Upanishad demonstrates that literature can function as a medium of
philosophical inquiry.

CONCLUSION

The Kena Upanishad presents a profound vision of knowledge that transcends sensory
perception and intellectual certainty. By grounding epistemology in consciousness itself, it
challenges dominant paradigms of knowing and invites deeper self-reflection. Its insights
extend beyond philosophy into education, literature, and contemporary policy discourse.
Within Indian Knowledge Systems and the vision of NEP 2020, the Kena Upanishad offers a
model of holistic learning that integrates intellect, ethics, and self-awareness. Its enduring
relevance lies in its reminder that true knowledge is not merely about knowing more, but about
knowing wisely.
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