Tat Tvam Asi -
Part |

SWAMI ADVAYANANDA

Introduction

The earlier essay' presented a broad outline of the mahavakyas —
their definition, importance, their total number and so on. In this
essay the methodology of their interpretation will be delineated.
We shall analyse a sample mahavakya, ‘Tat tvam asi - That thou art’
and study the interpretative process involved in deciphering it.
Since all the mahavakyas have the same message to offer i.e., jiva-
brahma-aikya or the essential oneness between the individual and
Bralman, by understanding the interpretative techniques employed
in deciphering ‘Tat tvam asi’, we shall also be able to interpret and
understand the other mahdvikyas.

The Source

The mahavakya — ‘Tat tvam asi is found in the sixth chapter of
the Chandogya Upanisad. Herein, the teacher-father Rishi Uddalaka
instructs his student-son Svetaketu regarding the nature of Braliman
and concludes his teaching by pointing out the jiva-brahma-aikya
with the declaration — ‘Tat tvam asi” 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 Brahman. All together, Rishi Uddalaka declares this mahavakya
“Tat tvam asi,” nine times making this section of the Chandogya
Upanisad one of the finest masterpieces of Upanisadic literature.
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The Sentence

The sentence ‘Tat tvam asi’ is made of three words (pada)
1. tat 2. tvam and 3. asi. The tat-pada (the word ‘tat’) is the third
person singular pronoun in Sanskrit which means ‘that’; the tvam-
pada (the word ‘tvam’) is the second person singular pronoun and
means ‘you’ (or ‘thou’ in classical English) and asi-pada (word
‘ast’) is the verb of the sentence, which means ‘are’ (or in the
classical English “art’). Thus the sentence ‘Tat tvam 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 identity between ‘tat’
and ‘fvam’ and is hence called ‘aikya-pada’ or ‘the word which
signifies oneness’.

One may represent ‘Tat tvam asi” mathematically as tat = tvam,
wherein “asi-pada’ is represented by ‘=’ (equal to) sign. For the
identity to be established between ‘tat’ and ‘tvam’, we need to
enquire into the exact meanings of fat and tvam.

Meaning of ‘Tat’

Since the Sanskrit word ‘tat” (meaning ‘that’) is only a pronourn,
it has to necessarily connote a preceding noun as per the rules of
sentence interpretation: ‘tatpadasya avyavahita-pirvavakya-
mukhyavisesya-paramarsitvam — the pronoun ‘tat’ indicates the
immediately preceding key noun’. Hence to understand the
pronoun ‘fat” (that), we need to track down the preceding key
noun. The preceding key noun in the context of the Chandogya
Upanigad (sixth chapter) is [Svara, the Lord Himself, who is the
Creator of the universe. I$vara is described in in this section of the
Upanisad under consideration as the “sad-vastu’ (Existence-Principle)
and as the Creator. Please note the tenor of the following lines —
sadeva somya idamagra asit..... tadaiksata bahu syam prajayeyeti
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 Upanisadic
sentences that the conclusion of the pronoun ‘fat’ (that) referring
to Isvara (Lord) is arrived at.

Isvara or Lord in Vedanta, by definition, is the Existence-
Consciousness Principle with the samasti upadhis (total conditioning)
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of — kiarana (causal), sitksma (subtle) and sthala (gross) prapafica
(world):. Hence one may say mathematically that tat (Isvara or
Lord) = Existence-Consciousness principle + total conditioning (samasti
upadhi).

Since the Lord is endowed with the samasti-upadhis, the total
conditioning which has the predominance of sattva, He exhibits
the characteristics of omniscience (sarvajiiatva), omnipotence
(sarvesvaratva) and so on. Further the Lord, the Supreme Creator
and Destroyer of the universe is naturally known as different or
apart from oneself (paroksa). The very word ‘tat’ (that), is
grammatically third person singular, which obviously expresses
the sense of difference and distance. In Vakyaortti (Verse 45) Sri
Sankaracarya explains the Tat-pada (word Tat):

ST @A |

qRIEAEES: AeATIcAREAeTgHT: |l
mayopadhirjagadyonih sarvajiiatvadilaksanah |
paroksyasabalah satyadyatmakastatpadabhidhah |

The Consciousness that is endowed with the conditioning of maya (by
implication the sthiila and sitksma also), whichis the cause of the universe,
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 ‘tvam’ literally means ‘you’. In the specific context
of Chandogya Upanisad (sixth chapter) it stands for the individual
$vetaketu since Rishi Uddalaka, the Guru, addresses Svetaketu
with this second person singular pronoun ‘tvam’ (you). But in its
general context, the word “tvam” stands for any individual listener
to whom this mahavikya upadesha is bestowed. The ‘individual’

2 Please note that the word [Svara is used in Vedinta to denote

a. the Lord endowed with the conditioning of samasti-sthila-siksma-karana-prapasica
as well as

b. the Lord with only the conditioning of the kirgna-prapafica or maya.
The ‘tat-pada’ here refers to the first one. This is similar to the word prapa denoting
all the five prdnas as well as the first individual prana which governs respiration.
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.
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is the person who is denoted by the word ‘gham’, the 'I" and this
‘aham’ is technically described as the sarisar jiva (transmigrating
individual).

The jiva or the individual, by definition is the Existence-
Consciousness Principle with the vyasti upadhi or individual
conditionings® of kirana (causal), stiksma (subtle) and sthila (gross)
sarira (body). One may indicate this mathematically as: toam (jiva
or individual) = Existence-Consciousness principle + individual
conditioning (vyasti upadhi).

The individual or jiva possesses only the vyasti upadhi* which
has the natural predominance of impure sattva (malina sattva).
Possessing incomplete knowledge (alpajiiatoa), under the control
of maya, with entirely different characteristics, the jiva is in no
way similar to ISwara. This jiva which is experiened as ‘aham’ (‘I’)
is always felt directly (aparoksa) as oneself. Sri Sankaracharya, in
Vakyavrtti (Verse 44), gives the precise meaning of the toam-pada
(word tvam):

ST A SEeseaazrega: |
I FOEHET: T cAYSI: Il ¢

alambanatayabhati yo’smatpratyayasabdayoh |
antahkaranasambhinnabodhah sa tvampadabhidhah ||

The Consciousness which is conditioned by the subtle body (and by
implication the gross as well as the causal body) and which is the
object of the idea and word ‘I’ is the word meaning of the term ‘tvanr.

Contrast between ‘Tat’ And ‘Tvam’

‘Tat” which denotes Isvara and ‘tvam’ which denotes the jiva are
(at first sight) absolutely distinct from each other. ‘Tat’ is the
eternally free (nitya-mukta) Lord and ‘tvam’ is the bound (baddha)
individual!

The following tabular column presents some salient differences
between “Tatpadartha ISvara’ (i.e., the Lord who is referred to by

h ]

7 Contrast this with Isvara who is the same Existence-Consciousness principle with the
samasti wpadhi.
* Unlike ISvara who is endowed with samasti upadhi.,
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the word ‘Tat’) and ‘tvampadartha jiva’ (i.e., the individual who is
referred to by the word- ‘Toam’):

Tat = IsSvara Tvam = jiva
Suddha-sattva-upiadhivat - Malina-sattva-upadhivat -
possessing the condititioning possessing the condititioning
with the predominance of with the predominance of
pure sattva impure sattva
Mayapati - Lord of maya Mayadasa - constrained by midyad
Sarvesvara — Lord of all. Paradhinah - under the control

) of the Lord.
Also described as Niyamaka — Also described as Niyamyaka —
controller. controlled.
Sarvajiia - possessing complete Alpajiia - possessing limited
knowledge knowledge
Aparanandavat - having complete Anandalesavat - experiencing
and eternal Bliss unalloyed by only incomplete and
SOIrow. impermanent joy, mixed with

SOITow.

Nityamukta - eternally free Baddha — bound

Sri Sankaracharya, in Vivekactidamani (verse 242), gives some
very striking examples to bring out the essential differences
between Tat and~Tvam:

TEAHTFERE Tonjeddl: FURgUEEl: WHIIHET: |

...Khadyotabhanvoriva rajabhrtyayoh kiipamburasyoh
paramanumervoh |l
These two (jrva and [svara) are of mutually opposed characteristics
like the glow-worm and the sun, the servant and the king, the well
and the ocean and like the atom and the earth.

Each of the above pairs - in the example elucidates one
important difference between jiva and I$vara. The glow-worm and
sun example (being in the context of effulgence), is in the

P

perspective of limited knowledge-unlimited knowledge (kificijfiatva-
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sarvajiiatva) — the jiva is endowed with limited knowledge and
[$vara possesses complete knowledge; the king-servant example is
in the context of controlled-controller (niyamya-niyamaka) — the jiva
being the controlled and Isvara being the controller; the well-ocean
is in the matter of limited joy-unlimited bliss (anandalesa-aparananda)
— the jiva experiences only incomplete and impermanent happiness
mixed with pain and sorrow while Isvara enjoys unlimited and
unal]oyed Bliss, untouched by any kind of sorrow or pain and
finally the atom—earth example is with respect to their individual
pervasiveness — all-pervasiveness (ekadesagatatva-sarvagatatoa) — the
jiva being limited in its pervasiveness and Isvara being all-
pervading.

The Dvaita and Visistadvaita 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 tvam asi” as “That thou art’, declaring
thereby the essential oneness or identity between the Tatpadartha
[$vara and tvampadartha jiva. The expected pertinent question is,
how can Isvara and jiva be identical when it is utterly illogical to
posit an entity with two contradictary characteristics? This advaitic
interpretation of ‘Taf tvam asi’ has come under heavy criticism and
batter from the other Vedantic schools like Visistadvaita and Duvaita
schools. They criticise the aduvaitic interpretation as absolutely
thoughtless and extremely untenable owing to the obviously
evident disparity between ISvara and jiva.

Sri Ramanujacharya, the propounder of Visistadvaita Vedanta,
considers the two words ‘Tat’ and ‘tvam’ as a compound word
‘Tattvam’. The sentence then becomes ‘Tattvam asi’. He then
interprets ‘Tattvam asi’ as "Tasya tvam asi’, meaning ‘you are His".
This interpretation implies — ‘you, the individual jiva belong to
Tsvara’.

Sri Madhvacharya, the propounder of Dovaita Vedanta also takes
the two words Tat and tvam as a compound ‘fattvam’, but interprets
it in the context of resemblance (saripya) — ‘Tad iva tvam asi’ i.e.,

*This is technically called sdshti tatpurusa samasa.

50 August 2004



‘'you are like Him’®. According to Madhvacharya, the jiva by
devotion to Isvara 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 saripyata
(similarity of form) is considered as mukti (Liberation) for the Doaita
Vedantins (dualists).

Some Duvaitins describe ‘Tat tvam asi” as mere eulogy (arthavada)
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 some fuzzy grammatical rules and
change the sentence ‘Tat tvam asi' to "Atat tvam asi — you are not
That'! Such is the perpetual controversy these simple looking
three words — ‘Tat’, “Tvam’ and ‘asi’ have generated!

The Advaita standpoint

In spite of the heavy battering from Viistadvaita, Dvaita etc.,
the champions of Advaita Vedanta have not relented or conceded.
The interpretations of the mahavakya ‘Tat tvam asi’, by both the
Visistadvaita and Duvaita schools of Vedanta accept a partial or
complete distinction between the Tatpadavacyartha Isvara and
tvampadavacyartha jiva. Whether one accepts that the individual
belongs to the Lord (Visistadvaita) or the individual has some form
similar to the Lord (Duaita), there is a blatant acceptance of duality
in both the interpretations. The problem with these interpretations
is that they are totally opposed to the Vedic standpoint.

The Srutis vehemently declare that there is no duality
whatsoever in such statements such as ‘neha nanasti kificana —

® This is technically called karmadharaya samasa as in the case of ‘candramukhi — face like
a moon' and ‘ghanasyima - dark like the cloud’.

” There is no attempt made herein to elaborate the philosophy of Visistadvaita and
Duaita as this would be a digression from the main topic.
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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 — “mrtyoh sa mrtyuri
gacchati ya iha naneva pasyati — he who gives reality to duality
transmigrates from death to death’. These Vedic statements
supporting Advaita are not just a few stray declarations, they are
there in abundance. Emboldened by the strong support to non-
duality by the Vedas, the Advaitins hold strong to their position of
jiva-Brahma-aikya i.e., the identity between jva and I$vara as the
true meaning of the mahivakya 'Tat tvam asi’.

Conclusion

But the question still persists as to how [svara and jiva can be
equated as one, when they seem to possess totally different
characteristics. Advaita Vedanta remains true to the message of the
Vedas and there lies its philosophical strength. The aduvaitic
interpretation of ‘Tat tvam 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 essay
we shall explore the aduvaitic interpretation of ‘Tat tvam asi’.
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