
Tat Tvam Asi r
Part I
SV/AMI ADVAYANANDA

Introduction
The earlier essayr presented a broad outline of the mahaudkyas -

their definition, importance, their totSJ number and so on. In this

essay the methodology of their interpretation will be delineated.
We shall analyse a sample mnhaaakya,'Tat taam asi - That thou art'

and study the interpretative proces"s involved in deciphering it.

Since all the mahaaakyns have the same message to offer i.e., jtua-

brahma-aikya or the essential oneness between the individual and

Brnhman, by understanding the interpretative techniques employed

in deciphering'Tat taam asi', we shall also be able to interpret and

understand the other mahdadkqas.

The Source

The mahaaakyn - 'Tat tunm asi is found in the sixth chapter of

*te Chandogya lJpnnisad. Herein, the teacher-father Rishi Uddalaka
instructs his student-son Svetaketu regarding the nature of Brnhman

and concludes his teaching by pointing out the jtaa-brahmn-aikya

with the declaration -'Tat tuam nsi' which means 'That thou art'.

Svetaketu, intending to comprehend it fully and not miss any of

the deeper significances of this grand Teaching, requests for futher

and complete clarification and Rishi Uddalaka with various day-

to-day examples, interesting similes and elaborate metaphors,

brings home to his son, the nature of the oneness between the Self

and Brshman. All together, Rishi Uddalaka declares this mahaaakya
'Tat taam asi,' nine times making this section of the Chdndogya
Llpanisad one of the finest masterpieces of Upanipadic lltetatute.
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The Sentence

The sentence 'Tat taam asi' is made of three words (pada)
1. tat 2. taam and 3. ssi. The tat-pada (the word 'tat') is the third
person singular pronoun in Sanskrit which means 'that,) the taam-
pada (the word'tuam') is the second person singular pronoun and
means 'you' (or 'thou' in classical English) and asi-pada (word'asi') is the verb of the sentence, which means ,are, (or in the
classical English 'art'). Thus the sentence'Tat taam asi'means ,That

you are' or to put it in its common archaic English form, it is ,That

thou art'. The verbal form'asi' denotes the iJentity be,tween ,tat'

and'taam' and is hence called 'aikyn-pada' 
or 'the word which

signifies oneness'.
One may represent 'Tat tanm asl' mathematically as tat = taam,

wherein 'asi-pada' is represented by '=' (equal to) sign. For the
identity to be established between 'tat' and'tuam', we need to
enquire into the exact meanings of tat and taam.

Meaning of 'Tat'

Since the Sanskrit word'tat'(meaning 'that') is only a pronourt,
it has to necessarily connote a preceding noun as per the rules of
sentence interpretat ion: ' tatpadasya auyaaahita-pl i raaadkya-
mukhyaai1eQya-pardmariitaam - the pronoun 'tat' indicates the
immediately preceding key noun'. Hence to understand the
pronoun 'tat' (that), we need to track down the preceding key
noun. The preceding key noun in the context of the Chandogya
Upanisad (sixth chapter) is l6aara, the Lord Himself, who is the
Creator of the universe. Iiaara is described in in this section of the
upanisad under consideration as the'sad-aastu' (Existence-principle)
and as the Creator. Please note the tenor of the following lines -
sadeaa somyn idamagra ailt..... tadaiksata bahu sydm p"rajdyeyeti
tattejo'srjata...In the beginning, dear one, there was Existence
alone...That Existence willed, "May I become many, may I grow
forth'. It created fire..." It is from these and other similar ipanisadic
sentences tfrat the conclusion of the pronoun 'tat' (that) referring
to lSaara (Lord) is' arrived at.

I|aara or Lord in Vedantu, by definition, is the Existence-
Consciousness Principlg with the samasti upddhis (total conditioning)
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of - kararya (causal), slikgma (subtle) and sthtlla (gross) prapafica

(world)'�. Hence one may say mathematically that tat (I6aarn or

Lord) = Existence-Consciousness principle + total conditioning (samasti

uDadnl ) .
Since the Lord is endowed with the samasti-upddhis, the total

conditioning which has the predominance of snttaa, He exhibits

the characteristics of omniscience (saraajttntan), omnipotence
(sarae'aarataa) and so on. Further the Lord, the Supreme Creator

and Destroyer of the universe is naturally known as different or

apart  f rom oneself  (pnroksa) '  The very word ' tat '  ( that) ,  is

grammatically third person singular, which obviously exPresses

ih" r"nr" of difference and distance. In Vqkyaayffl (Verse 45) Sri

Sankaracarya explains the Tat-pnda (wptd Tat):

qr+crNqdft ' qdFeqTkdqTq'' r
q1frqq{-qo : qcqfqkq6€-dtq{rfrq' 11
m6y op adhir j a g a dy o nih s ar a aj fi at a ddil nks an ah I
p ar oksy a 5 ab al ah s n ty d dy dt m akn s t atp ad abhi dhah ll

The Consciousness that is endowed with the conditioning of maya (by

i mpl icatio n the sthtlla and sitksma also), wh ich is the cause of the u n ive rse,

described as omniscient etc., which is only mediately known and having

the nature of Existence etc., is the word-meaning of the term 'Tat'.

Meaning of 'Tvam'

The word 'taam'literally means 'you'. In the specific context

of Chandogya Lt/anisad (sixth chapter) it stands for the individual

Svetakettisince Rishi Uddalaka, the Guru, addresses Svetaketu

with this second Person singular Pronoun 
'taam' (you). But in its

general context, the word 'taam' stands for any individual listener

io whom this mahaaakva upadesha is bestowed. The 'individual'

2 Please note that the
a. the Lord endowed

as well as

word Boara is used in Vedanta to denote

with the conditioning of samasti-sthiila-silksma-karana-prapartca

b. the Lord with only the conditioning of the kArana-prapafica or mdyd'

The'tat-pada'here refers to the first one. This is similar to the word prAlra denoting

all the five pfanas as well as the first individual pfina which governs tespiration.

Their meanings are understood as per the context and hence there need not be any

fear of confusion arising due to these words having dual meanings'

Tapovan Prasad 47



is the person who is denoted by the word'aham', the'I, and this'aham' is technically described as the sarhsdrl jtaa (bansmigrating
individual).

The jtaa or the individual, by definition is the Existence-
Consciousness Principle with the uyasti upadhi or individual
conditionings3 of karana (causal), siiksma (subtle) and sthiila (gross)
1nrIra (body). One may indicate this mathematically as: taam (jtaa
or indiuidual)  = pyl t tence-Consciousness pr inciple + indiaidusl
conditioning (ayasti upadhi).

The individual or jtua posseises only the uyasti upndhia which
has the natural predominance of impure sattua (malina sattaa).
Possessing incomplete knowledge (alpajiiatua), under the control
of mdyd, with entirely different characteristics, the jiaa is in no
way similar to l1wara. This jtaa which is experiened as 'aham' ('y)
is always felt directly (aparoksn) as oneself. Sri Sankaracharya, in
Vakyaartti (Verse 44), gives the precise meaning of the taam-pada
(word tuam):

sndEqadqrqrfr *seqaqiqq{t6q+: I
a;6:6qutdfi{f,frrr, q.eiqqfi{rl, 1 €

dl amb annt ay a bh at i y o' sm a t p r a ty a y a 6 ab d ay oh I
ant ahkar aryas ambhinnab o dhah s n trt amp adabhidhah ll

The Consciousness which is condit ioned by the subi le body (and by
impl icat ion the gross as wel l  as the causal body) and which is the
object of  the idea and word ' l? is the word meaning of the Ierm'tvam'.

Contrast between 'TAt'And 'Tram'

'Tat' which denotes 
'[iuara 

and'.tuam' which denotes the jtaa are
(at first sight) absolutely distinct from each other. 'Tat' is the
eternally free (nitya-mukta) Lord and 'tuam' is the bound (baddha)
individual!

The following tabular column presents some salient differences
between 'Tatpadartha l:iuara' (i.e., the Lord who is referred to by

3 Contrast this with liaara who is the same Existence-Consciousness principle with the
somasti upddhi.

a Unlike liuara who is endowed wit]n samasti uaddhi.
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the word 'Tat') and'taampaddrtha jtaa' (i.e., the individual who is
referred to by the word- 'Taam'):

Sri Sankaracharya, in ViaekacnQamani (verse 242), gives some
very striking examples to bring out the essential differences
between Tat and-Taam:

c+daq=4Bu rqrl.qfr, Xqlqrr*' qtqrgtfl' rr
. . . Kh a dy o t abhams o r iu a r dj abhr ty ay oh kap amb ur aiy oh

paramdnumeraoh ll

These Iwo (taa and lSaara) are of mutually opposed characteristics
l ike the glow-worm and the sun, the servant and the king, the wel l
and the ocean and like the atom and the earth.

Each of the above pairs - in the example elucidates one
important difference between jtaa and lSuara. The glow-worm and

rsun example (being in the context of effulgence), is in the
perspective of limited knowledge-unlimited knowledge (kimcij'iiatua-

Tat = I1uara 7rory = jtaa

S uddha-sa t taa- u pa dh iuat -

possessing the condit i t ioning
with the predominance of
|�ure sattaa

Mali na-sat taa-u padhiaat -

possessing the condit i t ioning
with the predominance of
imoure sattzta

tvtayapail - Lord ot maya MayAdasa - constrained by mayd

Santeioara - Lord of all.

Also described as Niyamaka -

controller.

Paradhlnah'J under the control
of the, Lord.
Also described as Niqamyaka -

cohtrolled.

Saraajfia - possessing complete
knowledge

Alpajna - possessing limited
knowledge

Apdrdnandaoaf - having complete
and eternal Bliss unalloved bv
sorrow.

Anandale1aoaf - experiencing
only incomplete and
impermanent joy, mixed with
sorrow.

Nitvamukta - eternallv free Baddha - bound
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saraajfiatoa) - the jlaa is endowed with limited knowledge and
I1uara possesses complete knowledge; the king-servant example is
in the context of controlled-controller (niyamya-niydmaka) - the jlaa

being the controlled and l6r:ara being the controller; the well-ocean
is in the matter of limited joy-unlimited bliss (anandale1a-apdrdnanda)
- the jtaa experiences only incomplete and impermanent happiness
mixed with pain and sorrow while lSaara enjoys unlimited and
unalloyed Bliss, untouched by any kind of sorrow or pain and
finally the atom-earth example,is with respect to their individual
pervasiveness - all-pervasiveness ( ekade 6 agnt atzs a- s ara agnt sta a) - the

itaa being limited in its pervasiveness and lSuara being all-
pervading.

The Dvaita and ViSistrdvaita standpoints
The above differences are extreme and one entity cannot have

these kinds of contradictory qualities like limited knowledge and
unlimited knowledge, being controlled and being the controller
etc., at the same time. The Advaita school of Vedantic thought led
by Sri Sankara interprets 'Tat tuam asi' as'That thou art', declaring
thereby the essential oneness or identity between the Tatpadartha
Iluara and tanmpadartha jtaa. The expected pertinent question is,
how can l1aara and jtaa be identical when it is utterly illogical to
posit an entity with two contradictary characteristics? This adaaitic
interpretation of 'Tnt taam asi' has come under heavy criticism and
batter from the other Veddnflc schools llke ViSistadaaita and Daaita
schools. They criticise the aduaitic interpretation as absolutely
thoughtless and extremely untenable owing to the obviously
evident disparity between l|uara and jtua.

Sri Ramanujacharya, the propounder of ViSistdduaitn Veddnta,
considers the two words 'Tat' and'tuam' as a comPound word
'Tattunm'.  The sentence then becomes 'Tattaam asl ' .  He then
interprets 'Tattaam asi' as'Tasya taam asi', meaning 'you are His's.
This interpretation implies - 'you, the individual itrsa belong to
ISaara'.

Sri Madhva cllarya, the propounder of Drtaita Vedanta also takes
the two words Tat and tuam as a compound'tattaam', but interprets
it in the context of resemblance (sdritpua) -'Tad iaa taam asi' i.e.,
5This is technically called sllshtt tatpurusa sarnasn
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'you are like Him'6. According to Madhvacharya, tlne jtaa by
devotion to l1aara wins His grace and favour and comes to attain
a form similar to that of the Lord Himself in the abode of the Lord
after dropping the present physical embodiment. This sdriipyatT
(similarity of form) is considere d as mukti (Liberation) for the Daaita
Vedantins (dualistsX.

Some Daaitins describe 'Tat toam asi' as mere eulogy (arthaadda)
and opine that it should be accepted only with a pinch of salt, just
as in the case of a 'man being praised as a lion' or as in the
instance of a 'King being extolled as the Lord'. Others with
supercilious ingenuity use sorne fuzzy gral\rnatical rules and
change the sentence'Tat tuam asi' to'AtaJ t'aam asi - you are not
That'! Such is the perpetual controvbrsy these simple looking
three words -'Tat', 'Taam' and'asi' have generated!

The Advaita standpoint i

In spite of the heavy battering fuom ViSistilduaita, Daaita etc.,
the champions of Adaaita Vedanta have not relented or conceded.
The interpretations of the mahaaOkya 'Tat taam asi', by both the
Vi1istddaaita and Dzsnita schools of Vedanta accept a partial or
complete distinction between the Tatpadaadcydrtha l1aara and
tuampadaadcydrtha jTaa. Whether one accepts that the individual
belongs to the Lord (ViSistddaaita) or the individual has some fbrm
similar to the Lord (Daaita), there is a blatant acceptance of duality
in both the interpretations. The problem with these interpretations
is that they are firtally opposed to the Vedic standpoint.

The Srut is vehemently declare that there is no dual i ty
whatsoever in such statements such as 'neha ndndsti kificsna -

This is technically called karmadharaya sam^sa as in the case of'cnndramukhi - face like
a moon' and'ghanaiydma - dark like the cloud'.
There is no attempt made herein to elaborate the philosophy of ViSistadaaita and
Daaita as this would be a digression from the main topic.

DEPAK GOPATDAS
iEwru,rns ht;';l'mi#::Jffi, av be ups

25 & 36, Chinnakadai Street,

, 
Tiruchirapalli 620 002.

Tapovan Prasad

Swami,Chinmayananda

J I



there is not even a wee bit of plurality whatsoever'. To further re-
emphasie and assert the absence of duality, they warn the dualists
of the severe consequences by such sentences -'mytyolt sa mrtyurit
gacchati ya iha ndneaa paiyati - he who gives reality to duality
transmigrates from death to death'. These Vedic statements
supporting Adaaita are not just a few stray declarations, they are
there in abundance. Emboldened by the strong support to non-
duality by the Vedas, the Adaaitins hold strong to their position of
jtua-Brahma-aikya i.e., the identity between jtua and Iiaara as the
true meaning of the mahaaakya 'Tat taam asi'.

Conclusion
But the question still persists as to how l1aara and jtua can be

equated as one, when they seem to possess totally different
characteristics. Adaaita Vedanta remains true to the message of the
Vedas and there lies its philosophical strength. The adoaitic
interpretation of 'Tat taam asi' is a challenge to the intellect and is
a delight to all students of Vedanta. May this Knowledge not remain
purely intellectual but be actualised as Personal Experience by the
grace of the Lord and the blessings of the Guru. In the next essa'y
we shall explore the adaaitic interpretation of 'Tat taam asi'.

ERRATA

.  Owing to a mis-
communication, the
Former 

. 
Names and

Deeksha Names of the
Brnhmachai ins of  the
F,ighth Vedanta Course,
Sidhabar i ,  were in ter-
changed in the July issue
of Tapovan Prasad. Our
profound apologies for
the error. We pu\lish the
correct information here.

The.Edite.r
: , i

Former Name Deeksha Name

Nilima
' D e v i

Arati

Lakshmi

Geeta

Niranjan

Jaya Prakash

Sanjaya

Surendra

Susant

Sridhar

Sudhansu

Prakash

Pratap

Vijaya

Rohan

Brni. Prerana Chaitanya

Brni. Ankita Chaitanya

Brni. Gitika Chaitanya

Brni. Swati Chaitanya

Brni. Mudita Chaitanya

Br. Piyush Chaitanya

Br. ShivadasaChaitanya

Br. Vrajesh Chaitanya

Br. Anup Chaitanya

Br. Jayadev Chaitanya

Br. Yagna Chaitanya

Br. Garg Chaitanya

Br. SankarshanChaitanya

Br. Pratik Chaitanya

Br. GangadharChaitanya

Br. Eknath Chaitanya
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