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Second Chapter 

Brief view on Mahāvākyas 

Section-I 

What is Mahāvākya? 

We came to know from our previous discussion that one of the cardinal doctrines of the Advaita 

Vedānta is jīva and Brahman are identical and mahāvākyas are those special magnificent 

pronouncements of Upaniṣads, which reveal the identity between jīva and Brahman very 

explicitly. Mahāvākya does not mean a big sentence or a difficult sentence but it is great because 

of its subject content. Mahāvākyas are such sentences which profound the most essential doctrine 

of the Vedānta i.e. the identity of jīva and Brahman. They assure us what our essential nature is. 

Even it is said that the entire Vedic lore is meant only to serve elucidation and application of 

these sayings. The Advaita system of thought is contained in four great sayings. Mahāvākyas are 

latent enshrined in the heart of each of the four Vedas. If the Vedas be compared to a tree and the 

Upaniṣads to its fruits, the mahāvākyas can be characterized as the juice of the fruits.1 

Mahāvākya is a compound of words-‘mahat’ means great and ‘vākya’ the form of the root ‘vāc’ 

means to speak. Hence, literally mahāvākya means great pronouncement or great sentence. For a 

grammarian, a mahāvākya is opposed to laghuvākya, is a sentence with a very large number of 

words. For a Vedātins, mahāvākya is great in meaning. Mahāvākyas constitute the essence of the 

Upaniṣadic teachings. The Advaitins believe that the principle doctrine of the Upaniṣads is that 

of the identity between the jīva and Brahman. To emphasize the importance of these utterances 

Sarvajñātma Muni says- 



39 
 
 

“Binā mahāvākyamto na kaścit pumāṁsam advaitamvaiti jantuḥ”/ 2 

It means none can realize the ‘Advaita’ without knowing the purport of these great utterances. 

There are four Vedas and one statement from each Veda signifies the identity of jīva and 

Brahman. Under each of the four Vedas, there is one such sentence in a particular Upaniṣad of 

the Veda. What is important to note is that in the Vedānta four mahāvākyas are acknowledged in 

accordance with the four Vedas. They are- 

 

 

Prajñānaṁ Brahman is known as the Ṛgvedic mahāvākya as it is present the Aitareya Upaniṣad 

under the Ṛgveda. Aham Brahmāsmi is known as the Yajurvedic mahāvākya as it is found in the 

Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad under the Śukla Yajurveda. Tattvamasi is known as the Sāmavedic 

mahāvākya as it situated in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad under Sāmaveda. Ayamātmā Brahman, 

which enshrined in the Māṇdūkya Upaniṣad under Atharvaveda, is known as the Atharvavedic 

mahāvākya. All these four statements declare the same truth namely the identity between the self 

and Brahman. Each of them has two words. At least one of them signifies the individual self and 

Mahāvākya Veda Upnişad 

Prajñānaṁ Brahman Ṛgveda Aitareya Upaniṣad(3/1/3) 

Tattvamasi Sāmaveda Chāndogya  

Upaniṣad(6/8/7) 

Aham Brahmāsmi  Yajurveda Bṛhadāraṇyaka  

Upaniṣad(1/4/10) 

Ayamātmā Brahman  Atharvaveda Māṇḍūkya Upaniṣad(2) 
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the other Universal Self. When the upādhis3 like avidyā are abandoned there remains only Pure 

Consciousness. 

All the mahāvākyas declare the same truth namely the oneness of jīva and Brahman. Now the 

question arises: if the knowledge of the identity between jīva and Brahman is  grasped from any 

one of the four mahāvākyas then what is the necessity of accepting four instead of one? Prof. 

Tapan Kr. Chakraborty in his article “Mahāvākyas in Advaita Vedānta”4 proposed some 

arguments- 

In Indian tradition, there exists a conception of adhikārīveda. Being acquired the eligibility in 

one of the Vedas one can acquire the identity knowledge from that respective Veda only. As per 

example, a Ṛgvedic adhikārī can acquire the identity knowledge from the Ṛgvedic mahāvākya 

easily. However, he may fail to attain any access to the other Vedas besides his own. It occurs 

similarly in the case with the respective Vedas. If there had been one mahāvākya in one Veda 

then others might have been fail to attain the identity knowledge. For this reason, different types 

of mahāvākyas are considered for different adhikārī in different Vedas. However, all four of 

them echo the same truth- jīva-Brahman identity. 

Śaṁkara in his commentary on Brahmasūtra raised same problem in different manner. When all 

the four sūtras of Brahmasūtra are able to reveal the intension of the mahāvākya then what is the 

necessity for latter elaboration? Śaṁkara resolved the problem by suggesting that though it is 

possible for an uttamadhikārī to acquire knowledge out of the understanding of the four but there 

are feeble minded persons for whom repetition and elaboration is urgent. That is why Vedavyāsa 

introduced fifth adhikaraṇa instead of the four sūtras. It is also true for the mahāvākyas. Prof 

Chakraborty in a similar manner concluded that the second or third or fourth mahāvākya is 
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urgent for whose identity knowledge does not get deep-rooted from the first, second or third 

mahāvākyas. 

The Muktikopaniṣad declared that emancipation might possible only through the Māṇḍūkya 

Upaniṣad. However, if a disciple fails to acquire emancipation from this Upaniṣad then he may 

go through the other Upaniṣads like Īśa, Katha, Kena etc. However, if the person failed to attain 

emancipation again then he may go through thirty-two Upaniṣads. Again fail to produce 

emancipation then he should go through hundred and eight Upaniṣads.5 Likewise, if one fails to 

attain identity knowledge from the one mahāvākya then he may go through second, third, or 

fourth mahāvākyas. 

Ātmatattva is very difficult to understand. That is why ātmatattva had advised in different 

manner repeatedly in the Bhāgavadgītā. Similarly, since identity knowledge is very difficult to 

understand the mahāvākya does not limit in one. 

Though traditionally the māhāvakyas are limited four in number from the four Vedas but there 

are many abhedavākyas i.e. sentences teaching non-difference. We may call them as 

mahāvākyas because they also convey the same message. In his interpretation on the 

Vedāntasāra Jacob told about eleven mahāvākyas which he had found from a manscript copy of 

the Mahāvākyavivaraṇa.6 They are- 

 “tattvamasi” 

 “aham brahmāsmi” 

 “ayamātma brahma” 

 “eṣa ca ātmāntaryāmyamṛtaḥ 

 “sa yaścāyam puruṣa yaścā sāvāditye  saekaḥ” 

 “prajñānam Brahman” 
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 “vijñānam ānandaṁ Brahman” 

 “satyam jñānamanantam Brahman” 

 “sa ebameba puruṣo Brahman” 

 “sarvam khalu idam Brahman” 

 “ekamevaditīyam” 

Section-II 

Brief description about the famous four 

Prajñānaṁ Brahman: Prajñānaṁ Brahman or consciousness is Brahman is the essence of the 

Aitareya Upaniṣad of the Ṛgveda. It is the indicator of svarūpa or the real nature of ultimate 

reality. The Upaniṣad starts by telling us that before creation there was the Self or ātman alone. 

The Self then thought and creation starts. The Upaniṣad goes on to explain the creation process 

in detail. The Upaniṣad tells us that everything is equated with prajñā or Pure Consciousness and 

the world should be seen through the eyes of Pure Consciousness and everything is Pure 

Consciousness alone. The Advaitins believe that the Supreme Reality of a transcendental 

principle of Pure Consciousness is the underlying principle, which can explain all the facts of our 

experience. Here the word ‘prajñānam’ indicates the consciousness and sense organs function 

only because of it. As per example,the Upaniṣad clearly declares that the sense of sight perceives 

objects, the sense of hearing hears sounds, the sense of smell perceives adour the sense of speech 

does its acts, the sense of taste takes the taste because of its power. Even our experience of 

reasoning, recalling, memory, love or hatred, desire, feeling etc also take place this inner 

conjunction of body, mind and self. Though the consciousness does not directly perceive, see or 

hear yet it is responsible for all the sensory operations. Actually, the immutable intelligence, 

untouched and unattached kūṭasthacaitanya, 7 is at the back of all experience. 
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The word ‘Brahman’ signifies the intelligence, which is identical with all creatures. The 

brahmān, indra, prajāpati, other gods, earth, water, fire, ether, air these five great elements, all 

small creatures, the seeds of creation like egg born, sweat born, sprout born, horses, cows, men, 

elephants and even whatever moves, breaths, flies –all these are guided by intelligence. 

Intelligence is the basis of all of them and intelligence is Brahman. The same intelligence lies in 

all creatures. The Aitareya Upaniṣad declares the essence, the invariable element pervading all 

living beings is the Universal Brahman and it remains manifested in this world.8 

Brahman or attribute less Pure Consciousness is untained, calm, self-content, non-dual, 

transcendental. It becomes when conditioned by the limitations of name and form, the 

omniscient God or Īśvara, the cause of the manifestation of the entire universe, where all created 

beings obtain their enjoyments. Being Inner Controller of all it is known as the Antaryāmin. 

Being associated with the Cosmic Intelligence, which is the seed of the tangible universe it is 

called as Hiraṇyagarbha. Being conditioned by the totality of all bodies and born from the 

Cosmic Egg it is known as Virāt and being associated with the names of fire, speech, etc. it 

becomes the Devas. In the same way, when associated with various bodies, ranging from the 

body of Brahmā, the Creator, to that of an insect, Brahman is known through different names 

and forms. Śruti declared that one being that is beyond all conditioning is described in various 

ways by different thinkers as it is conveyed by their minds. 

As consciousness, Brahman exists in each and every individual. Individual self is only an 

abridgement of the Brahman. This is clearly expressed in the Upaniṣadic dictum Prajñānaṁ 

Brahman. After the declaration Prajñānaṁ Brahman the Upaniṣad uttered –“sa eten prajñānen 

ātmanā…sarvān kāmānāptvā amṛtaḥ sambhabat”. The knower becomes immortal through 
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consciousness. In the fifth chapter of the book Pañcadaśī, namely Mahāvākyavivekḥ, Vidyāraņya 

tried to fill the gap between these two passages by adding-when we know that consciousness 

pervading everything is Brahman then obviously, the consciousness pervading myself is none 

other than Brahman. In his words-“caturmukhendra deveṣu manuṣyā-śva-

gavādiṣu/caitanyamekaṁ brahmātaḥ prajñānam brahma mayyapi”// (Pañcadaśī-5.2). No doubt 

‘Prajñānaṁ Brahman’ is one of the best definitions of Brahman because it gives the expression 

to its supra essential essence.  

Tattvamasi: The mahāvākya of the Sāmveda, which is declared in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, is 

Tattvamasi. It is upadeśavākya or instruction of statement from the guru to disciple. It declares 

nine times in section 8-16 of the 6th chapter of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad. Tattvamasi occurs in 

the sixth chapter of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad in the discourse of Uddālaka to his son Śvetaketu. 

The discourse follows as below: once being asked by his father Uddālaka, Śvetaketu went to 

gurukula (one kind of ancient education centre) at the age of twelve years. After completing his 

studies he came back home with an air of all knowing superiority. In spite of his twelve years, 

studies he failed to realize the purport of the Vedic knowledge. However, being a proud lad he 

started to think that he had everything. His father, Uddālaka understood the pride in his son and 

tried to rectify him. He asked --by which the unheared is heared, the unthought of is thought of, 

the unknown is known, by knowing which everything becomes known.9 Being failed to answer 

this question, Śvetaketu surrendered to his father. Then Uddālaka answered that by one clod of 

clay or by one nugget of gold or by one pair of nail scissors, all that were made of clay, of gold, 

or of iron could be respectively known. In every case the modification being merely a name, 

arising from speech while the clay, gold or iron along being the truth.10 What is he had tried to 

establish was that world is names and forms of Brahman, names and forms were illusions and 
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reality is Brahman alone. Here the meaning of ‘Tat’ is Īśvara with all pervasiveness and all 

knowing quality, and the direct meaning of ‘tvam’ is jīva with limited pervasiveness and limited 

knowing. Here the verb ‘asi’ means identity.‘Tat’ and ‘tvam’ endowed with contrary 

charecteristics cannot be considered to be identical in a literal sense. Supreme self and individual 

self –the ocean and well cannot be identical. The identity that is being spoken of here is from the 

standpoint of implied sense. However, this is impossible if direct. In our next chapter, we try to 

expound how the Advaitins establish this and others try to explain it different ways. We also try 

to explain metaphysical significance of Tattvamasi. 

Aham Brahmāsmi: Yajurvedic mahāvākya,‘Aham Brahmāsmi’ or I am Brahman enshrined in the 

Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad. It is the indicator of the direct realization of the identity of the 

individual self and Brahman and the indwelling self are identical. It signifies that the self-

luminous, all pervading Brahman is directly experienced as the inmost self of all beings. The all-

pervading self, Brahman as ātman remains hidden in the innermost recess of our heart. As 

ātman, Brahman is the eye of the eye ear of the ear speech of the speech, mind of the mind. The 

difference between Brahman and ātman is only in name and not in essence. Ṛṣi Vāmadeva 

having realized the truth declared ‘Aham Brahmāsmi’. Here the word ‘aham’ indicates the self, 

which is by nature infinite and all pervasive. It is the witnessing consciousness standing apart 

from the intellect, ego –principle and shines through every act of thinking, feeling etc. which 

remains as the witnessing principle of the functions of the intellect in all being such as men and 

others. The word ‘Brahman’ indicates the same reality which is unconditioned by the empirical 

categories like space, time etc. and the verb ‘asmi’ implies the relation of the identity between 

the self and Brahman. Actually being the same in all the witness-consciousness is universal and 
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cannot be distinguished from Brahman at all. It does not signify any empirical relation between 

the two separate entities, but only affirms the non duality of essence.11 

The innermost self was indeed Brahman in the beginning. It is realized as ‘I am Brahman’. It 

becomes all. Whoever among the gods having this enlightment became that Brahman. Again, it 

is the same with the seers and the same with human beings. Ṛṣi Vāmdeva having realized the 

truth announced that ‘I was manu and the sun’. Similarly, whoever in a like manner knows the 

Self, as ‘I am Brahman’ becomes this entire universe. When the seeker realizes that the ātman 

his or her inmost self, is also Brahman, the self of all and as the knower of Brahman he or she 

becomes Brahman. Yogī Yajñāvalkya pointed out that when any person or thing is deer to us it is 

not because of the person or thing rather it because of his ātman, the common inmost self of all 

beings and things. Being immortal indwelling spirit, the self-alone is real. It alone exists. It is the 

reality of all realities, existence of all existence. 

Ayam ātma Brahman: Ayam ātma Brahman or this self is Brahman is the mahāvākya of the 

Māṇḍūkya Upaniṣad of the Atharvaveda. Here the word ‘ayam’ refers to the self-luminous and 

immediately cognizable and non-mediate nature of the self, which is internal to everything from 

the ahaṁkāra or ego down to the physical body. It is the witness-intelligence, inner-ruler 

immortal. 

The word ‘Brahman’ refers to both reality, which is the substance out of which all things are 

really made. Because of self-luminosity, non-relativity and universality ātma and Brahman are 

the same. This identification is not any of bringing together the two different entities but it is an 

affirmation that absoluteness includes every thing and there is no other entity except Brahman.12 

Here the Upaniṣad conveys the idea that the indwelling self of the heart is none other than the 
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all-pervading Universal Self, which is known as Brahman. Ātman and Brahman are only two 

names for the same entity. The existence of the self is not dependent on anything and it exists 

whether we are aware of it or not. 

Opponent may ask that if the idea of ‘aham’ is given up in the dictum ‘Aham Brahmāsmi’ then 

how can the identification be possible? Vidyāraṇya in the seventh chapter of Pañcadaśī clearly 

explained the process of elimination. Here the word ‘I’ means sprit with ego, which 

circumscribed in the body. The ego is rejected and the spirit is identified with the all-pervading 

spirit. As per example when a pot is destroyed, the ether in it becomes one with the all-pervading 

ether.13 

Now we may conclude that each mahāvākyas claimed that the identity of individual and 

Brahman. This never brings something new but through them the veil of nescience is eradicated 

and self-luminous ātman becomes immediate. Prajñānaṁ Brahman is the definition of the 

Ultimate Truth. This is followed by the upadeśavākya, ‘Tat tvam asi’. Having heared, this 

upadeśa (advice) the aspirant does reflect and contemplate and comes to realize the Truth i.e., 

‘Aham Brahmāsmi’. Because of this realization, he goes to the teacher and says ‘Ayamātmā 

Brahman’. Each mahāvākyas proclaim that the identity of individual and Brahman. They never 

bring something new but through them, the veil of nescience is eradicated and the self-luminous 

ātmā becomes immediate. The Mahāvākyas are essential to realize the most hidden truth. Prof. 

Hiriyanna explained this truth with the help of the example of solar eclipse.14During the time of 

solar eclipse there is actually no change occurs in the sun yet it seems eclipsed because the moon 

intervene it. When this obstacle is removed the sun again visible as before. No doubt, the great 

sayings remove the ignorance of self.  
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Section-III 

Uddālaka’s advice to Śvetaketu and the nine analogies 

Theory of identity of the individual self and the Supreme Self is enshrined in the Upaniṣadic 

statement Tattvamasi and further illustrated through a series of examples. The first analogy is of 

a bird tied with a string flies in various directions but at last finding no resting place anywhere 

settles down at the place where it is bound. Similarly, the individual self, which is limited by the 

mind, moves about in various directions during the walking and dream states. The mind 

experiences pleasure and pain actuated by desires and actions based on ignorance during these 

states. Having found no resting place, anywhere at last in deep sleep settles down at prāṇa which 

is the Supreme Deity of being and it is foundation of all causes and effects. Therefore, the 

individual self settles down in the Supreme Self.15 Śvetaketu fails to grasp the meaning hidden in 

this analogy. Then Uddālaka explains the truth through another analogy. Śvetaketu is still unable 

to understand. Therefore, his father Uddālaka gives another example.  

The second example refers to the juice of various flowers in honey. Going around to different 

flowers bees collect pollen from many different flowers and put into together to produce honey. 

By collecting the pollen of flowers located at different trees and reduces them to one form to 

make honey. However, no one can distinguish from which a particular drop of honey come 

from? The pollen has been mixed together to make the honey. These juices do not conscious of 

their separate identities thinking ‘I am the juice from such and such trees’. Similarly, during the 

deep sleep all the creatures reach Supreme Being but them never conscious of having reached the 

Supreme Being. Without being conscious of their own selves, they reach their Supreme Being. 

They do not think that though coming from different sources that they all are one with the 



49 
 
 

self.16Śvetaketu is still unable to understand. Rivers which belonging to the east run to the east 

and which belong to the west run to the west. They arise from the sea, finally go back to the sea, 

and finally become one with it. Śaṁkara in his commentary explained that seawater becomes 

vapour which ruses and forms into clouds. Clouds go over the land and pour down as rain, which 

goes into rivers and at last run into the sea. Though the sea is the source of the rivers but the 

rivers do not know the truth. Just as these rivers reach the sea they become unaware of their 

separate identities like ‘I am this river’ or ‘I am that river’. Having lost their separate identities 

they become one with the sea. A drop of water never claims that ‘I am the Gangā or I am the 

Jamunā’. Similarly, all these creatures come from the Supreme Self but being unconscious that 

they are coming from the Supreme Self.17 Then Uddālaka adopts the easier method. 

 The fourth example is of the tree being cut. According to the Vedic teachers, trees are endowed 

with consciousness. If someone may strike at the root, in the middle or on the top of a tree but 

the tree is still living as the living self pervades it. It surely dies when the living self departs from 

it. He tells Śvetaketu that he is that very Self. Leaving some, work unfinished when a man has 

fallen as sleep the leaving self does not die and normally when he wakes up he can remember 

that he had left some unfinished work. When the living self does not die it only leaves an abode, 

which it had previously occupied. The instances of deep sleep and death show that the living self 

does not cease to exist even when the body remains unconscious or dies. This living self is that 

of Supreme Self.18 Śvetaketu is still be wildered at this truth. 

 The fifth analogy is of the nyagrodha fruit. On breaking the nyagrodha seed, one does not see 

the subtle essence but it is there all the same. It is from the subtle essence that this mighty tree 

grows. Similarly, this gross universe with all its name and form arises from the subtle essence of 
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Pure Being. Ātman is subtle like this essence and ‘that you are.’19In the thirteenth section of this 

Upaniṣad produces another example of salt dissolved in water. Uddālaka states when the salt is 

diluted in water, the water becomes salty but the salt is not perceived. In the same manner, the 

Ātman pervades our bodies like the salt. However, salt does not perceive by sight or touch in this 

water one does not perceive the Pure Being, which is the cause of the body. If one tasted the 

water, any one can find that it tastes salty through out. Similarly, self exists but we fail to realize 

it.20 

 The Upaniṣad in the fourteenth section introduces the analogy of the traveler and blind one. A 

man was tied by robbers and was left alone with his eyes bound up, in the forest, while he was 

leaving for gāndhara country. A kindhearted competent person makes him free and directs him 

to gāndhara so that he may reach his destination safely. The self by ignorance is thrown into the 

dark forests of saṁsāra. By the instruction of a competent person, he practices and then he 

realizes Brahman. The ego is carried away by thieves in the shape of virtue, vice etc. from pure 

being into the forest of mundane world. Due to his past good deeds, he finds a sympathetic 

competent person who knows the true nature of the Self. The competent person instructs him 

about the way of recognising the discrepancies of this world. The ego of that person loss all 

affection for mundane objects and instructions like… ‘you are not of the world, the son etc., do 

not belong to you, you are Pure Being…,’ helps him to remove the bondage of illusion and 

realize the true Self of Being.21 

The eighth analogy is of the sickman on his deathbed. When a person is dying, it is common for 

his relatives to gather round at the deathbed and ask the person ‘do you recognize me?’ So long 

as the dying person’s speech does not merge with his mind, his mind with his prāṇa, his prāṇa 
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with the heat in his body, and the heat with the Supreme Self, he will be able to recognize them. 

The Upaniṣad utters that from the self comes heat, from the heat comes prāṇa, from prāṇa comes 

the mind and from the mind comes speech. At the time of death, these things go back in the 

reverse order. Speech goes back into the mind…etc. and the resting place is the Self i.e. Pure 

Being. This is the method of reaching Pure Being. According to Śaṁkara this instance try to 

answer the question as to in what manner the knower of Brahman reaches it.22 

The ninth example is that of a man accused of theft and ordered to a trial by true ordeal. In 

ancient days, there was a test. A heated axe put it against the hand of this suspect. If this hand 

was burnt then he was indicated as theft. However, if his hand was not burnt then he was 

considered as innocent as he was protected and covered by truth. Similarly one who have no self-

knowledge he will continue to burn in his world. Being attached to the unrealities of 

modifications returns repeatedly in accordance with his actions. However, the one who have 

attained the self-knowledge he will be liberated and do not have to continue in this circle of birth 

and death (and never come back to this world). According to Śaṁkara, the power of truth makes 

one free.23 

This method of explaining the truth gradually is an ideal process of teaching. The analogies used 

here are of great significance. The example of bees show the oneness of ātman, the example of 

rivers is very significant in telling that ātman is the source of all beings. The example of the 

nyagrodha tree and salt are exemplified to show the all pervasiveness of ātman. The fruit of 

nyagrodha tree signifies the very much subtlety of Brahman. The experience of absoluteness 

arises after the complete understanding of Tattvamasi.  All these examples elucidate the relation 

of identity hidden in the nutshell Tattvamasi. Before receiving the instruction from his father, 
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Śvetaketu did not know that the self is Pure Being, the self of all, neither a cause nor an effect. 

Having been taught by his father through reasoning and illustrations, Śvetaketu realizes that the 

inner essence of everything is identical with Supreme Being. 

Section-IV 

The philosophical significance of the repetition 

In the beginning of this discourse, Uddālaka asked Śvetaketu whether he had known that 

teaching by which unheard is heard, the unthought-of is thought of, and the unknown is known. 

Śvetaketu asked how, in what way can there be such an instruction? Uddālaka explained the 

essence of the truth by citing three innovative examples. He argued how by mṛtpiṇda or one clod 

of clay, lohamaṇi or one nugget of gold or nakhnikmtana or one pair of nail-scissor all that had 

been made of clay, gold or iron could be respectively known, as the modification in each case 

was merely a name only the clay, gold or iron alone are reality. In reality, the only reality is 

Brahman.24 

While explaining the meaning of the aphorism “liṅgātca” (Brahmasūtra 4.1.2) Śaṁkara 

introduces an opponent’s view that repetition may hold good when some excellence can be 

produced. However, what purpose can be served by the repetition in respect of meditations 

where even a single mental act about the Supreme Brahman calls up the eternally free, pure, 

intelligent Supreme Brahman which is identical with one one’s own self. If the hearing of such 

dictum like Tattvamasi once only does not produce the realization of the jīva-Brahman identity, 

then how can it be expected that even a repetition of that text will produce it? Again, one may 

argue that a mere sentence fails to produce the direct perception of anything and hence that 
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dictum helped by reasoning will generate the realization of the identity of the self and Brahman. 

Even so, this reasoning might also lead to perception of its object after a single application. 

Therefore, repetition will become futile. 25 

 Now one can argue that reasoning and text can only produce a knowledge of the general features 

of the object, but not so of its special features. As per example, one feel pain in the heart, and for 

such symptoms as the contortion of the body, another person can only feel in a general way that 

there is a pain in his heart but never realizes the pain like the suffering man. Since an intimate 

knowledge, leads to the removal of ignorance hence the repetition is needed for fulfill that 

purpose.26 

Opponent may argue that intimate knowledge may not arise even if that much is done repeatedly. 

A special aspect that cannot be known from the scripture and reasoning at the first instance, can 

never be known after reciting to them a hundred times. There whether it may be the intimate 

knowledge or the general knowledge that is generated by the scriptures and reasoning, it must be 

grasped at the very first glance. Thus, that repetition has no place. Here the simple answer is – 

some divergent intelligent people may not have any intimate knowledge at the very first glance. 

Opponent further argued that a thing might possess common and peculiar features. Here may be 

a scope of repetition inasmuch as a man grasps only one feature at one attempt, and other at 

subsequent attempts as per example, in the case of reading a long chapter. However, it is not 

reasonable that there should be any urgency for repetition for realization Brahman or 

comprehending jīva-Brahman identity that are without common and peculiar features. According 

to Śaṁkara, repetition will become unnecessary for such person who can realize the jīva 

Brahman identity after hearing Tattvamasi once only but for one who cannot do so, repetition is 
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necessary. Thus, we find in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad that Uddālaka advised his son Śvetaketu 

‘that thou art’ being humbly asked by his son repeatedly. Uddālaka as a teacher tried to remove 

the respective cause of Śvetaketu’s misconceptions and teaches that very truth Tattvamasi 

repeatedly. It is our common experience that though the meanings may be vaguely grasped from 

a sentence instructed only by once, people grasped it fully removing the false conception 

standing in the way through a process of repetition.27Śruti assured us by citing the text-“it is to be 

heard of, reflected on, and meditated upon.”(Br.Up.4.5.6). Opponent argued from the beginning 

that if the text Tattvamasi uttered once cannot bring about a realization of its meaning, then it 

will not be able to do so even when repeated. That problem does not arise, for nothing is illogical 

about facts directly perceived. It is a matter of our common experience that though the meaning 

may be vaguely grasped from a single utterance. We grasp it after fully removing the false 

notions in the way through the process of sustained consideration. Moreover, the dictum 

Tattvamasi speaks of the identity of the entity denoted by ‘thou’ with the unity denoted by ‘that’. 

The word ‘Tat’ denotes the supreme Brahman under discussion, which is existence, the witness 

and the cause of birth etc. of the universe. The very nature of Brahman is well known to the 

people who are adepts in evident it may produce, as “Brahman is truth, knowledge and infinite” 

(Tai.Up.2.1.1) knowledge bliss Brahman (Br.Up.3.10.28). 

This immutable is never seen, but it is the witness. It is never known but is the knower, 

(Br.Up.3.8.2) beyond the circle of birth and death, neither gross, nor minute, neither short nor 

long (Br.Up.3.8.8). The word ‘Tat’ denotes the Supreme Brahman, which is free from all 

mundane attributes, and which is consciousness is well known to them who are adepts in the 

Upaniṣads. The inmost self of the disciple, is the meaning of the word ‘tvam’,which is the seer, 

hearer, inmost entity inhabiting the sheaths starting from the gross body, and which ascertained 
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as consciousness itself. As the meaning of a sentence is dependent on the meaning of the words 

constituting it, the dictum Tattvamasi fails to produce the direct realization of its meaning of 

those types of people to whom these two entities generally remain obstructed by ignorance 

doubts and confusion. For them it becomes desirable to recite repeated to the scriptures and 

reasoning that bring to a clarification of the concepts.28 

 Self is part less, but many constituents are superimposed on it like body, sense, organs, mind, 

intellect, perception of objects etc. in this situation one false constituent would be disappeared at 

one-step of knowledge and other at another next stop. Therefore, the dawn of a conception in 

progressive manner becomes justifiable. 

 On the other hand, some sharp intellectuals have no obstruction like ignorance, doubt, confusion 

etc; can realize the meaning of Tattvamasi. No doubt, reflection in such cases is useless. Because 

the knowledge of the self emerges, once then, it is able to remove ignorance and therefore any 

progressive development is useless. 

 On the other hand, who does not realize this truth promptly; this repetition is needed for 

bringing about the realization, but who does not realize this repetition is a necessity for bringing 

about the realization. Even the teacher however should not distract him from understanding of 

the text Tattvamasi in order to direct him to mere repetition, for nobody marries his daughter to a 

bridegroom for killing him. It is desirable that efforts must be made to fix his mind more and 

more on the meaning of the text. Therefore, the scriptural passages recommended the repeated 

practice of meditation. For the man who is dull of intellect and discards the meaning of a 

sentence just because it is not obvious to him it is admitted.29 
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Section-V 

Canon of interpretation 

The instruction of “sa ātmā tattvamasi Śvetaketu” in the sixth chapter of the Chāndogya 

Upaniṣad is advised nine times –for establishing one and the same vidyā i.e. ātmaikatva-vidyā. A 

critical method of judging the purport of the philosophical discussion was well known to the 

philosophers. It is generally said that the Mīmāṁsakas had introduced the process of interpreting 

the scriptural texts. The method of interpretation has found in the following verse- 

Upakramopasaṁhāra abhyāso apūrvata phalam/ 

Arthavādopapattī ca liṅgam tatparya nirṇaye// (Bṛhatsaṁhitā) 

It means the significance of the Vedic dictum Tattvamasi can be understood six marks. 

Sadānanda Yogīndra explains this theory through the verse one by one. Technically, which helps 

to understand the secret meaning of each mahāvākya lies in the knowledge of jīva-Brahman 

identity. Sadānanda tries to explain how the determination of secret meaning can be obtained 

through six lingas. 

Śaṁkara’s interpretation of the aphorism “anyāt iti cet sadavadharanat”(3.3.17) deals with the 

rules of upakrama-upasaṁhāra on account of the import of Tattvamasi.30 In the Chāndogya 

Upaniṣad commencement is made thus way-“soumyedmagra āsīd ekamadvitīyam”(6.2.1)-“o 

amenable one, in the beginning, all this was but Existence one without a second”. Here the word 

‘ātman’ is not used, but the identity of the individual self and Brahman is thought at the end, in 

ever memorable words ‘Tat tvam asi’. Now one may doubt about that these scriptural texts have 

the same meaning or not? 
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Opponent asked that the conclusion must be accord with the commencement. Therefore, it can be 

considered that this is only a fanciful conceit of identity.31 However, this objection is useless. 

The scriptural text utters “sad avadhāraṇa”. Here ‘sat’ confirms the meaning of the term 

‘ātman’. Ātman is enshrined in the term ‘sat’. Not only that, the sense is asserted in the following 

texts- 

“…that by knowing which, the unheared becomes heared, the unthought becomes thought, and 

the unknown becomes known” (Ch.Up.6.1.1)/… “…by the knowledge of one everything 

becomes known”… “…this universe, my child, was in the beginning as existence” 

(Ch.Up.6.2.1).32 

From all these it proves that the Supreme Self is meant in the text under discussion. Hence, it is 

only from the point of view of the assertion of the identity of the individual self and Brahman, 

that one can reconcile all such facts in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad as the assertion of oneness. 

Before creation, reference to the individual being by the term ‘ātman’, statement of attaining the 

nature of ātman in deep sleep and the definite declaration of identity by the text ‘that thou art’ 

made again and again in response to the repeated inquiry. 

The opponent argued that the conclusion must be in conformity with what is said in the 

beginning. It should be noticed that in the present case neither ātman nor anātman is mentioned 

in the beginning. It is a general statement of sat which is not only contradicted by a specific 

conclusion rather it requires such a conclusion which satisfy the enquiries about the sat. Besides 

the meaning of the term, ‘sat’ cannot be other than the Supreme Self. Since all other things are 

unreal by reasons of having their origin in speech etc., it may be said that a difference in 

scriptural passages cannot give rise to a difference in purport. As per example, “you fetch the 



58 
 
 

vessel” indicates the same meaning as “this vessel you fetch”. Therefore, the conclusion is that 

process of expounding may differ in passages of the same class but the purport does not differ.33 

The second liṅga is called abhyāsa or repetition. It means repetition through recitation. In the 

Chāndogya Upaniṣad the ‘Tat tvam asi’ had been repeatedly advised nine times to bring out the 

intended meaning of Śruti as one of the identity of the jīva and Brahman. There is a repetition of 

the same idea throughout the chapter. Abhyāsa is the frequent repetition of Tattvamasi in order to 

produce a deep impression in his mind. 

The third liṅga is apūrvatā. Brahman or jīva-Brahman identity is knowable only through 

Upaniṣads or Vedas. Being inaccessible to any other pramāṇa than the Śruti apūrvatā consists in 

Brahman. That who’s meaning is not grasped by any of the six accepted pramāṇas except the 

aupaniṣadic vākya is no doubt the true significance of apūrvatā. Bṛhadāraṇyaka declares that-

“tvaṁ tau aupaniṣadam puruṣam pṛcchāmi”/ (3.9.28). The author of the Subodhinī, famous gloss 

of the book Vedāntasāra uttered an alternative explanation of apūrvatā. As Brahman is self-

luminous, therefore it needs nothing for his luminosity. Here lies the apūrvatā. 

The fourth liṅga is phala which is explained in the Chāndogya Upaniṣad-‘ācāryavān puruṣo 

veda, tasya tavadeva ciram yavanna vimokṣa atha samppatsye (6.14.12). The disciple who goes 

to an ācārya and hears the secret meaning from him realises the true nature of his self and attains 

the identity of jīva-Brahman. 

The next liṅga is arthavāda, which stands for praise. In the sixth chapter of the Chāndogya 

Upaniṣad, this arthavāda is uttered in the following manner-“uta tamadesamaprakaṣah yena 
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aśrutam śrutam bhavati, amatam matam, avijñātam vijñātam” (6.1.3). It means-…by hearing 

which, what is not heared is heared, what is not thought is thought, what is not known is known. 

The last liṅga is upapatti, which literally means reasoning. Establishing the same truth i.e. jīva 

Brahman identity are also stated in several places like- 

‘yathā saumya eken mṛtpiṇdena sarvam mṛnmayam vijñātam syāt’(6.1.4) 

Just as by knowing one lamp of clay, all the products that constitute of clay (such as ghata, 

śarāva etc) would become known, the products depend only on name, while clay alone is the 

reality. Similarly, all the objects of the world would to be known if we able to know Brahman, as 

the cause of the world. All the products of clay are mere names, have no independent entity apart 

from clay. Clay remains at the end and nothing else. Similarly, consciousness remains at the end 

and nothing else. Consciousness remains at the end and all its vikāras or forms as if mountains, 

rivers etc. are mere names only. Therefore, this type of reasoning unveils the hidden true. 

Now we can conclude that all the cannons of interpretation establish that the Vedāntic dictum 

Tattvamasi-unveils the theory of absolute identity of the individual self and the supreme 

Brahman. 

Section-VI 

Is Tattvamasi mere an arthavāda? 

Whether Tattvamasi, the mahāvākya would be considered as mere praise or arthavāda? This 

question had been well discussed in Vidvanmanorañjinī, the famous gloss of the book 

Vedāntasāra. Before following Rāmatirtha’s arguments, we at first are going to write few lines 
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about arthavāda. Next, we will see whether it maight be considered as an arthavāda or not? 

Vaidikavākyas are of five kinds in number. They are vidhi, mantra, arthavāda, niṣedha, 

nāmdheya. On them arthavāda is generally divided into two types as-eulogy and censure. Thus, 

arthavāda is supplementary or complementary to vidhi and niṣedha.  

The Mīmāṁsakas claim that the entire Veda must in one way or another way lead to dharma or 

be connected with dharma i.e. yāgādi. We know that the primary sense of an arthavāda is either 

praise or censure.34 Now the question arises that praise or censure which are conveyed by the 

arthavāda, has no direct connection with dharma. As a result, there will arise the contingency of 

its purposeness. Bhāskara in his “Arthasaṁgraha” assured us that arthavāda ultimately leads to 

dharma indirectly by taking the help of lakṣaṇā. As per example “vāyu is the swiftest deity.” The 

primary sense of this sentence has nothing to do with dharma. Therefore, lakṣaṇā is admitted 

here to establish its purpose “vāyabyam śvetam ālabheta” or ‘one who desirous of prosperity 

should immolate or slaughter a white animal in honour of vāyu’. No doubt, it is Vaidika 

injunction. “Vāyu is swiftest deity” is attached to this injunction. Whosoever pleases him with his 

proper oblation, he confers prosperity. Now, this praise of vāyu, which forms the primary sense 

of arthavāda, has no direct connection with dharma or the sacrifice of a white animal, whose 

slaughter is laid down by injunction. In this way, the arthavāda conveys the praise of vidheya 

and is consequently connected with dharma. As the arthavāda teaches the praise of a matter to 

be enjoined, it has a purpose in the Mīmāṁsakas scheme of things. Therefore, arthavāda conveys 

the praise or censure of something, whichis enjoined or prohibited. No doubt, it is the subsidiary 

or complementary to (seṣa) vidhi and niṣedha. Tattvamasi is not a remnant (seṣa or anga) of 

something. No vidhi is indicated by this mahāvākya, and hence it cannot be reduced to 

arthavāda. We do not find any other principle sentence, which is its angī. 
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In Chāndogya Upaniṣad, Tattvamasi is uttered nine times. If it had been mere praise, then 

repetition of this expression would be superfluous. Indicating to a minister of a king one may say 

he is king. Though the minister is not really a king, he may behave like a real king. Here the 

word king has been used for minister secondarily. Similarly, though the jīva is very different 

from Brahman, knowing the fact one may use the expression ‘tvam’ ‘Tat’ –only in a secondary 

sense. To brush away such opponent Rāmatīrtha argued that being fully concern of the 

distinction rājā and rājapuruṣa a word is used secondarily. However, in the case of Tattvamasi 

we are not concern of the distinction consciousness exists in both jīva and Brahman. We do not 

have the knowledge of difference between the meaning of caitanya indicating by the word ‘Tat’ 

and the meaning the caitanya denoted by the word ‘tvam’. Therefore, their meaning of identity 

cannot be taken in a secondary sense.35 

Section-VII 

Whether is it a kind of upāsanā? 

In the Vedānta literature, we find several definitions of the term upāsanā. Sadānanda defines 

upāsanā is a kind of mental process relating to the qualified i.e. saguna Brahman like 

śāṇdilyavidyā. Śaṁkara in his commentary on the Brhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad, defined- 

“Meditation (upāsanā) means approaching the form of the deity, or the like, as it is presented by 

the eulogistic  portions of the Vedas relating to the objects of meditation, and concentrating on it, 

excluding all wordly thoughts, till one is completely identified with it, as with one’s body,  

conventionally regarded as one’s self”.36Generally, upāsanā is a kind of mental affair through 

which one is able to meet the object of meditation. Upāsanā is mainly two types- a-pratīka (non-

symbolic) and pratīka (symbolic) upāsanā. Without any medium a-pratīka-upāsanā is 
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performed. It is a kind of nirguṇamānaspūjā. It is purely subjective depend on the activity of 

mind. Pratīka is a symbol like śālgrāmśīlā, an image, an idol etc. the ideas of the deities to be 

meditated on are manifested on these symbols. Pratīka-upāsanā is of two kinds-sampad and 

adhyāsa upāsanā. In the case of sampad-upāsanā, an inferior factor is thaught of as a superior 

factor because of some similarity. In the case of adhyāsa-upāsanā, the factor superimposed 

occupies a subsidiary position, while the locus predominates. The statement 

“manaḥviśvadevaḥ”can be given as an example of sampad-upāsanā. The mind is infinite, and 

the viśvadevas are finite. Through the meditation one may wins an infinite world. There is a 

similarity of ‘infinitude’ between the minds and the viśvadevas, for the mind is infinite in its 

modifications, and the viśvadevas are infinite in number. If one meditates on the mind after 

identifying it with viśadeva in imagination, one attains the infinite world. “Manaḥ Brahman iti 

upāsate”, “ādityo Brahman iti upāsate” are the examples of adhyāsa-upāsanā. In such cases the 

idea of Brahman is superimposed on the mind etc. it should be kept in mind that the paints of 

similarity are mentained where as in adhyāsa-upāsanā it is not so. However, in both cases the 

idea of the substratum is not abandoned. There is a conscious attribution of the idea Brahman to 

the sun or the mind for the purpose of meditation, just as a devotee consciously imposes the 

conept of Viṣṇu on a stone image. The stone image is nothing but a symbol, which serves the 

purpose of achieving concentration of mind. It should be kept in mind that they are not identical 

with Brahman, but are to be viewed as Brahman for the purpose of meditation. The aspirant who 

meditates on the mind or sun as Brahman is definitely aware of the fact that Brahman is neither 

mind nor the sun. Actually, the idea of Brahman is superimposed on the mind or the sun for the 

purpose of Brahman realization. Both are not applicable to the mahāvākyas for the following 

reasons: 
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 If the mahāvākya, Tattvamasi is to be considered as statement for meditation, it should 

have contained the word ‘upāsanā’ directly in it. 

 Tattvamasi is not taken for the sake of including upāsanā on Brahman because when the 

non-dual nature of Brahman is experienced the knowledge of duality abolished and one 

who has realized one’s identity with Brahman cannot meditate on Brahman. 

 Statemens of meditation should contain the word ‘iti’. But Tattvamasi does not have the 

word ‘iti’ 

 Are we meditating on Brahman as jīva or jīva as Brahman? We cannot meditate 

Brahman as jīva for, in that case we will be immediately on the highest or superior 

principle in term of the the lower one. If we are asked on jīva as Brahman, repetition of 

‘tat’ is not necessary.  

 There is no place for argumentation or dialouging in upāsanā. However, Tattvamasi has 

repeated nine times to clarify the doubts. Therefore, it cannot be an upāsanāvākya. 

 Moreover if the statement is meant to upāsanāvākyas, it should come under karmakāṇḍa 

and not in the jñānakāṇḍa 

 Interpretating the Brahmasūtra, Śaṁkara argues that the knowledge of the unity of the 

self and Brahman should not be accepted as a kind of sampad upāsanā. The fruit of the 

knowledge i.e. the unity is not a new production but already established fact. If the unity 

of the self and Brahman is accepted as a kind of sampad upāsanā etc. then it will flout 

the meaning ascertained by tātparyaliṅgas of all words occurring in such sentences and 

establishing the unity as Tattvamasi, Aham Brahmāsmi, Ayamātmā Brahman. Besides the 

purport of the scriptural texts like – “bhidyatehṛdayagranthih” (2.2.8) in which one hears 

of the result of knowledge consisting in the cessation of nescience becomes 
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contaminated. The Śruti texts like Tattvamasi establish the fact that individual self and 

Brahman are really one. If this oneness were admitted as sampadrūpa-upāsanā or 

adhyāsa-upāsanā, then the clear declaration of the Śruti texts like Tattvamasi, Aham 

Brahmasmi etc. would be contradicted. Furthermore if this knowledge of unity of self and 

Brahman is sampadarūpa or not real but imaginary, the nature of the self is violated. 

Moreover, in such cases, it would be impossible to explain satisfactorily the texts like 

‘Tattvamasi’, ‘Brahmavidbrahmaivabhavati’ (Muṇḍ. Up. 3.2.9) etc. Therefore, the 

knowledge of the unity of the self and Brahman is not a kind of sampad or anything of 

that sort. 

Our observation 

The four mahāvākyas constitute the very essence of the teachings of the Upaniṣads. All of them 

present in most succient and certain terms the legacy of the Upaniṣadic view of human life, of 

the universe, of the nature of Ultimate Reality, of the goal of life, and the way to the goal. Each 

of them proclaims the identity of the individual self and the all-pervading Supreme Self. The 

implied meaning of each mahāvākya is that the reality of all realities is none other than the non-

dual all-pervading Brahman. In the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, the identity of the individual and 

Universal Self is established through a series of examples. The method of explaining the hidden 

truth gradually is highly appreciable. The examples given by Uddālaka are of great significance. 

We may say that the example of bees shows the oneness of ātman. The example of rivers is 

significant in proving that ātman is the source of all beings. The examples of trees and salt in 

water prove the subtlety of Brahman. Tattvamasi and other mahāvākyas are not mere arthavāda. 

If it had been mere praise then repetition of this advice would be superfluous. They are not just 
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like upāsanāvākya. Actually they declare the final message of the Upaniṣads in a most direct and 

dececive way. Prajñānaṁ Brahman and other mahāvākyas teach that self-knowledge is a gradual 

realization of our inmost self. By knowing our inmost self we realize the great Self of all beings. 

In addition, the quest of this Supreme Self is inward journey. One should fix one’s mind on the 

fact that the identity of the individual self and the Supreme Self and then become establish in the 

fact. Through these mahāvākyas, human being becomes divine. Neither he looses his own 

personality nor is merged into absolute but he realizes the fact that he himself is nothing but the 

Absolute. 

Now we are going to search is there any distinction between ‘self-Brahman realization’ and ‘all-

Brahman realization’? Whether ‘the individual self’s identity with Brahman’ and ‘the identity of 

all with Brahman’ are two different or they are one and the same experience? At the empirical 

stage, an individual self thinks that it is different from Brahman. In this stage, the difference 

between the ‘self and Brahman’, ‘Brahman and all’ and therefore between the ‘self’ and ‘all’ are 

exist. Individual looks upon the differentiated universe as different from Brahman and he is 

different from the universe. These understanding based on ignorance, seem to be real as long as 

one is ignorant and when ignorance destroyed individual self realizes its oneness with Brahman 

and simultaneously also realizes its oneness with all, for in reality the self is Brahman and 

Brahman is all. The realization of ‘the self’s identity with Brahman’ is the same as the 

realization of ‘the identity of all with Brahman’. Sage Vāmdeva after realizing his identity with 

realized at the same time his oneness with manu, the sun etc; that is with everything. The 

realization of ‘the self’s identity with all’ is simultaneous with the reality of its identity with 

Brahman. Before the realization of oneness of all with the self is attained, Brahman is to be 

realized as identical with the self. Now the question arises: whether this indicates any cause and 
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effect relationship between ‘self-Brahman identity’ realization and ‘all-Brahman identity’ 

realization. One does not produce another. Both of them refer to rhe same experience. Causation 

of any kind is impoissible in Brahmānubhava. Self’s realization of its oneness with Brahman is 

an end in itself and is never observed to fullfil any other purpose. It only removes the wrong 

notion that one is not Brahman and that one is not all. If on the other hand, ‘all-Brahman’ 

identity realization is to be regarded as a consequence of ‘self-Brahman’ identity realization the 

former realization cannot be eternal for it will be a caused one caused by the latter realization. 

Things cannot be eternal and be caused at the same time. Since the individual loses its empirical 

identity and in its absence there will be none to have any further realization like ‘all is Brahman’. 

Therefore, there will remain no scope for further realization. In realization its oneness with 

Brahman the self realizes its oneness with all or becomes all for Brahman is everything. Their 

remains nothing different from the self, which will remain to be realized. Then the idea of ‘all’ 

will not be anywhere, as everything becomes one and undifferentiated. Everything becomes one 

with the self. Thus the nature and significance of the scriptural statement ‘all is Brahman’ are 

similar to that of the statement ‘that art thou’.37 
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