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Fourth Chapter 

Metaphysical significance of Tattvamasi from the Dvaita Vedāntins’ point of 

view 

There are five schools of thought within the aegis of the Dvaita Vedānta tradition. These are-the 

Śrī-Vaiṣṇava tradition of Rāmānuja, the Brahma-Vaiṣṇava tradition of Madhva, the Sanakādi-

Vaiṣṇava tradition of Nimbārka, the Rudhra-Vaiṣṇava tradition of Vallabha and the Gauriya-

Vaiṣṇava tradition of Śri Caitanyadeva. Their philosophical viewpoint is theistic realism. They 

all reject the monistic idealism of Śaṁkara which belives in the reality of Brahman alone and the 

falsity of the world. However, these five schools have their differences too as they produce 

various shades of theistic realism. They stress on theistic realism and they all unanimously reject 

the monistic idealistic approach of Śaṁkara, which believes in the reality of Brahman alone and 

falsity of the world and identity between individual self and Universal Self. The tradition of 

Rāmānuja and Madhva hold to what might be called the ‘Lakṣmī-Nārāyaṇa’ concept of the 

Vaiṣṇavism which upholds the supremacy of ‘Viṣṇu’ and ‘Śrī’ as the soverign Lord and Lady of 

the universe with its corollary concepts of ‘aiśvaryabhakti’ characterized by the master-servant 

relationship between the deity and the devotee. The tradition of Nimbārka and Vallabha hold the 

‘Rādhā–Kṛṣṇa’ concept of the Vaiṣṇavism which upholds the supremacy of Kṛṣṇa and Rādhā as 

soverign Lord and Lady of the Vaiṣṇavism with its corollary concept of ‘maryādābhakti’ 

characterized by the love–beloved relationship between the Deity and the devotee. Each of its 

branches has its unique elucidation regarding Tattvamasi. An attempt to bring out the 

significance of Tattvamasi in different schools is not an easy job. We only confine our discussion 

on Rāmānuja (1017-1137 C.E.), Nimbārka (13th Century C.E.), Madhva (1238-1317 C.E.) and 
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Vallabha (1479-1532 C.E.). The identification of jīva and Brahman has not been well acceptedby 

the Daitavedāntins. Only in the Advaita Vedānta, jīva is always identical with Brahman. Jīva is 

always of the nature of nitya, śuddha, buddha, mukta, para brahman svarūpa. Due to the 

influence of māyā or avidyā, jīva assumes himself as different from Brahman and thinks himself 

as baddha or saṁsarī. However, the Dvaitavedāntins do not accept such view. We are going to 

discuss that how Tattvamasi has been explained in different branches of different schools of the 

Dvaita Vedānta. However, comparative discussion is not our immediate aim. In this chapter, we 

try to highlight on the Dvaitavādins views regarding Tattvamasi and show their philosophical 

significance. We only write few lines about the main tenets of each school briefly and then their 

special contribution on the explanation of the Vedic dictum Tattvamasi. 

Section-I 

Rāmānujācārya’s view on Tattvamasi 

Rāmānuja was the best exponent of the Viśiṣṭādvaita philosophy. The doctrine amalgamates the 

spiritual monism and the cult of devotion (bhakti). The doctrine based on the famous 

‘prasthānatraya’, namely Brahmasūtras, the Upaniṣads and Bhagavadgīitā as well as divine 

Prabandham of Ālvārs, Āgamas specially and the purāṇas. Before discussing the 

Viśiṣṭādvaitavādin’s view on Tattvamasi, we are going to write few lines about the main tenets of 

the Viśiṣṭādvaita doctrine. 

According to Rāmānuja Brahman is a self-synthetic whole with cit and acit as his components. 

In the system of Rāmānuja Brahman is qualified by cit and acit and that is why this 

philosophical system is known as the Viśiṣṭādvaita or qualified monism. Brahman is always 
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qualified by the individual selves and matters. He does not exist without being qualified by them. 

Thus, Brahman with cit and acit as its prakāras or attributes is the only reality and Rāmānuja’s 

system is therefore called the Viśiṣṭādvaita.1 

Rāmānuja has identified absolute with God of religion who is worshipped by human beings. 

Brahman denotes the highest puruṣa, Puruṣottama,or Nārāyaṇa (Hari) in whom all types of the 

blemishes are by nature expelled. He possesses unlimited, unsurpassed innumerable auspicious 

qualities. As being associated with the quality of magnitude everywhere, the word ‘Brahman’ 

understood. He is omnipresent, omniscient, omnipotent, truth, consciousness and bliss. He 

endows with all auspicious qualities, which are eternal and natural. He is Lord of all and superior 

to all. Wherever Brahman is defined as nirguṇa, it is because he is free from all false and finite 

or impure qualities and not because of that; he is devoid of all qualities. Rāmānuja declares in the 

Śrībhāṣya that the word ‘Brahman’ denotes the Highest Person who is by nature devoid of all 

evil and possesses a host of auspicious qualities, which are innumerable and unsurpassed in 

excellence.2Brahman or Īśvara is real eternal and independent. The self and matter are also real 

and eternal but there reality is utterly dependent on that of Īśvara. Cit and acit are not essentially 

the same as Brahman they have existence only as the body of Brahman. Īśvara is the material 

cause because cit and acit constitute his body. He is efficient cause too because he creates, 

controls the world. Out of delight, God creates, sustains and finally destroys His own creation. 

Cit and acit constitute the universe. They exist in two different conditions- 

 Casual condition 

 Effect condition 
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In the casual condition or the kāraṇavasthā they are undivided, exist in subtle state and when 

wills to create the subtle matter becomes gross, selves are materialized and simply under divine 

influence creation starts. Therefore, in the unmanifested condition Brahman is defined as 

kāraṇavasthā and in the manifested state as the kāryāvasthā. 

According to Rāmānuja, the self is said to be a part of Brahman in the sense of modes of 

Brahman. Individual selves are not independent of Īśvara; all his activities are inspired by the 

antaryāmin. According to the Viśiṣṭādvaita system, mokṣa is not considered as jīvabrahmaikya 

but jīvas’ release from earthly limitations. Rāmānuja does not admit sālokya3or sāmīpya4 kind of 

liberation, rather he stresses on sājujya mukti.5The released self attains the nature of Īśvara 

though not identified with Him. He attains to companionship with Īśvara after all the actions are 

exhausted and the physical body is thrown off. According to Rāmānuja in the released state 

individual self experiences its identity with Brahman as a mode, although being non-different 

from, it is said to be similar to Brahman. Individual self enjoys purity, which is similar to 

Brahman. Jīva remains as a prakāra or mode of Brahman in released state also and therefore 

although being non-different it is different too. 

Now we set back at our main discussion regarding Tattvamasi. The way through which Śri 

Rāmānuja and his followers interpret the famous text Tattvamasi is unique. The Advaitins stress 

on the fact that what conveyed by the dictum is svarūpaikyam. Rāmānuja and his followers like 

Vedāntadeśika (13th Century) arise some allegations in the Advaita interpretation, like violation 

of sāmānādhikaraṇya, lakṣaṇā doṣam etc. Following mainly Śribhāṣya, the commentary of 

Brahmasūtra and Vedārthasaṁgraha we will go to produce some glimpses of their objections. 
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Rāmānuja and his followers claimed that the sāmānādhikaraṇyam as defined by vaiyākaraṇa is 

not properly followed by the Advaitins. In his ‘Vedārthasaṁgraha’, Rāmānuja stated 

Sāmānādhikaraṇyaam hi dvayoh padayoḥ/ 

Prakārdvaymukhena ekārtham nisthatvam// 

It means when two words denote the same object by denoting the object through the each of the 

different qualities of the object then those words called Sāmānādhikaraṇyam or coordinate 

predication. To put it another words simply say to express one thing subsisting in a twofold form 

is co-ordination. If such double form is abandoned, there could be no difference as aspects giving 

rise to the application of different terms and the entire principle of co-ordination would thus be 

given up. Here ‘That’ means Brahman who is omniscient, truth, cause of the universe because 

Śruti introduced such Brahman through the passage “it though may I be many” and ‘tVAM’ 

refers the idea of Brahman having for its body the individual selves connected with non-

intelligent matter. The jīva is a body or mode of Brahman who is different from Brahman as well 

as inseparable from Brahman. On the other hand, ‘Tat’ denotes the Brahman by his qualities like 

being the cause of the universe, having the universe as his body mode. ‘Tvam’ denotes the same 

Brahman by his quality of having the jīvas as his mode. The Advaitin’s interpretation does not 

hold well as per their identity of Brahman and jīva is concerned. The Advaitic application of 

Sāmānādhikaraṇyam violates the rule of the same.6 

There exists not even a single reason why lakṣaṇā needs to be hold as told by the Advaita. On the 

other hand, the meaning as told by the Viśiṣṭādvaita is not in any way unsuitable to the context. 

Only the natural meaning of the terms considers and lakṣaṇā never arises in this context. There is 

no contradiction considering a single person namely Devadatta to be linked with two instances of 
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time say past and present in two different places. The Śruti has declared that all the entities 

namely cit, acit and Īśvara are eternally existing real entities. Devadatta stayed at a place in the 

morning and he is now another place in the evening. There is absolutely no place for lakṣaṇā at 

all. The differences in places do not differentiate the person Devadatta because the time linked 

with his presence in each places are also different. No doubt the contradiction will arise only it 

was told ‘I am Devadatta’ in a given single instance of time simultaneously at two different 

places. However, in the case of ‘this is that Devadatta’ there has no room for lakṣaṇā. In the same 

manner, here also, it has beenpointed out that there is no contradiction in the Supreme Bahman, 

who is the cause of the world, being also the self of the jīva or the individual self as his inner 

ruler.7 

In the sentence ‘Thou art that’ were meant to express absolute oneness, it would occur 

‘upakrama virodham’ error also. In the Pūrvamīmāṁsā, a nyāya is ascertained. In the given set 

of śāstra-verses in a particular concept, the meaning told by these verses in the end has to be in 

agreement with the meaning told by the verses in the beginning tell that the Brahman has the  

infinite attributes like ‘satyasaṁkalpatvam, jagatkāraṇatvam’. The verse, which this sat-vidyā 

ends, is Tattvamasi. The Advaitins by violating of the upkramanyāya claim that ‘Tat tvam 

asi’conveys ‘jīvabrahmaikyam’. In the beginning, the Brahman is described as the cause of the 

universe, having infinite power, knowledge. However, the jīvātman is not cause of the universe 

rather the Brahman creates the jīvātman and he being ignorant of his nature suffers in the 

saṁsāra. If the interpretation of Tattvamasi given by the Advaitins is accepted that jīvātman and 

Brahman are one and the same then the Brahman will become ignorant and suffer in the 

saṁsāra. Thus the Advaitins interpretation has ‘upakrama virodham’.8 
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In the case of ‘Tattvamasi’, ‘Tat’ signifies Brahman as the ultimate cause of the world, the abode 

of all auspicious qualities. ‘Tvam’ signifies the same Brahman who has the individual self. 

However, Brahman is the inner ruler of the individual self. Brahman itself signified as the inner 

ruler of the jīva as possessed of it as its body, as existing within the jīva as its self and as 

possessing the jīva as its mode. Therefore, the primary denotation does not hamper. The text 

makes declaration about one substance distinguished by two aspects. Therefore, the principle of 

coordination is preserved. Brahman devoid of all imperfections having all auspicious qualities is 

the inner ruler of the individual selves and possesses lordly power. Not only that rather it 

satisfies the demand of agreement with the previous portion of the section. It satisfies the 

promise of the declaration ‘ekavijñane sarvavijñānam…’as Brahman having for its body all 

intelligent and non-intelligent beings in their gross state is the effect of Brahman having for its 

body the same things in their subtle state. This interpretation avoids all conflict with other 

scriptural passages like ‘tamīśvaranam paramam maheśvaram …’ (Śvt.Up.  6.7.8),‘ 

apahatampāpamsatyakāma satyasaṁkalpaḥ’(Ch.Up.8.1.5). 

An opponent may ask which of the two terms is meant to make an original ascertain with regard 

to the other? Rāmānuja answered that the text does not mean to make an original ascertain and 

the truth have been already established which is stated by the preceding context… ‘in that this 

entire world has its self.’ It predicates of ‘all this’ (the entire world) together with all individuals 

selves that ‘Tat’ i.e. Brahman is the self of it.9 

Rāmānuja does not believe in the ‘unqualified identity’ between individual self and Brahman. He 

tries to maintain the reality of the individual self and the physical world along with the reality of 

Brahman. Although he does not accept the doctrine of absolute non-duality but according to him, 
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self and the world are included within the unity of Brahman. Rāmānuja argues that God is the 

cause of all and free from all imperfections. He resolved to be many and there upon sentforth the 

world and introduced the individual selves. The individual self has God as its self and that 

indicates that He is innerself of the self but not identical with it. The relation of individual self 

and matter to God is like that of body to the self. This relation has been described as 

‘apṛthaksiddhi’. According to Rāmānuja, God and self are inseparabily related. The relation of 

‘apṛthaksiddhi’ is not something outside rather it is contained in the very being of the two. God is 

the indwelling spirit of the self. It is within the nature of the two to be inseparably related. It is 

quiet the relation between them does not exist somewhere outside them but still it is real. It is 

very inherent in the nature of the two. In the same manner, the selves are dependent on God and 

apṛthaksiddha from God. 

Section-II 

Nimbārkācārya’s view on Tattvamasi  

Nimbārkācārya was one of the five principal commentators of the Brahmasūtra of Bādarāyaṇa 

and the first systematic profounder of one of the five main schools of the Vedānta. Generally, he 

supposed to have flourished after Rāmānuja in eleventh century C. E. though no definite 

evidence is available on this regard. Nimbārka’s views can be known from thee writings of 

which the most important are the Vedānta-pārijāta-sourava (the commentary of Brahmansūtra), 

Daśaślokī etc. Philosophical doctrine of Nimbārka is known as the Dvaitādvaita or the theory of 

dualistic non-dualism. We just see the main tenets of this system and then discuss on their 

interpretation on Tattvamasi. According to Nimbārka, there are three equally real and co-eternal 

realities- 
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 Brahman (Brahman is controller or niyantṛ) 

 The cit ( the cit is the enjoyer or bhaktṛ) 

 The acit ( the object enjoyed or bhogya) 

Like the other Vedāntins, Nimbārka calls the highest reality is Brahman, literally means the 

greatest being –one, which is unsurpassed great in nature and qualities-beyond any limit what so 

ever. To Nimbārka, Brahman is a personal God, and not like the impersonal absolute of Śaṁkara. 

Nimbārka identitifies the highest Brahman with lord Kṛṣṇa, who has been predicated to be 

Ramākānta and Puruṣottama.10 He is possessed of infinite natural power and attribute like 

omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence and the rest. However, the other Vaiṣṇava Vedāntins 

like Rāmānuja and Madhva consider Brahman as Naārāyaṇa or Hari. Brahman, is the highest 

reality, lord of all, controller of all, unsurpassed greatness of his nature and qualities beyond any 

limit of any kind of space, time or thing, cause of the creation, preservation and destruction of 

the universe. He is the material and efficient cause of the universe. He is the transcendental and 

immanent. He is the inner self, inner controller and constant sustainer of his own creation.11  

Brahman is essentially possessed of infinite number of auspicious qualities, which again are of 

two kinds-omniscience, omnipotence, omnipresence, beauty, bliss, tenderness, devoid of all that 

is inauspicious, unworthy and defective.12 Like the other Vaiṣṇava Vedāntins, Nimbārka too 

claimed that Brahman is descried as nirguṇa or attribute less in the sense of lacking of ordinary 

material inauspicious qualities. Lord Kṛṣṇa possesses infinite number of auspicious qualities, 

pure, complete, independent, self-sufficient and free from all blemishes. Out of His own free will 

He creates, the world of plurality to establish morality. In a word, the individual self is a self-

conscious intelligent principle, a knower, a doer and an enjoyer. Selves are the essentially under 

the control of the Lord. When it becomes free and comes to attain similarity with Him, it remains 
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under His control. The universe is the transformation or the pariṇāma of Brahman. Brahman is 

both material cause and efficient cause of the world. The Upaniṣad says that it is by ‘divine will’ 

that this world of name and form has come into existence. Therefore, Brahman is non-different 

material cause of the universe. Just as by one clod of clay all that is made of clay, becomes 

know, so also when Brahman is known, everything is known. Śruti firmly declares the oneness 

of Brahman and the universe. Brahman is the efficient cause of the universe too. Creation is the 

cosmic game in which Brahman indulges. He has no imperfection and has nothing to desire. 

Scripture declares firmly that he creates the universe mere sport.13 In accordance with the law of 

karmas he controls the destinies of the individual selves. The relation between the Brahman and 

the universe is too similar to the case of the serpent and the coil. Though the serpent is one as a 

whole, yet is different as possessing different forms like coil.14 

According to Nimbārka and his followers like Śrinivāsācārya, Puruṣottamaji etc. we are going to 

discuss on the meaning of Tattvamasi. In the text Tattvamasi, ‘Tat’ denotes the omniscient, 

omnipotent, supreme lord and ‘tvam’ denotes the individual self and ‘asi’ indicates a relation 

between them. Nimbārka and his followers propagate the relation of difference and non-

difference between God and the individual self. There are essential differences between them- 

 Brahman is the cause and self is the effect. As there is a difference between the cause and 

its effect like the sea and its waves, between the sun and its rays, jīva is different from 

Brahman. Brahman is the whole and individual self His parts. Part and whole will never 

be identical. 
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 Brahman is considered as object of worshipped, the object to be known and object to be 

attend. On the other hand, self is the knower, the worshipper who attains God’s grace. 

There will be no doubt a difference exists between worshipped and worshipper. 

 Brahman is the inner controller dwells within the individual self and controls it. The 

controller and controlled must be different. 

 Brahman the all pervading possesses of the power of creation, preservation and 

destruction but jīva fails to do such actions.  

 Freed self similar to Brahman but differs from him. Mokṣa means becoming like the God. 

It means attaining similarly with him in nature and qualities and it is possible only due to 

the grace of God. However, freed self never possesses the power of creating, maintaining, 

which belongs to the God alone. Mokṣa never implies any identity between them or any 

annihilation of the individuality of the self. Therefore, the freed self is similar to the God 

without losing its own nature and individuality. 

 Brahman is essential superior to the individual self. Therefore, they are not identical. 

On the other hand, non-difference is also true. Individual self or jīva is abhinna or identical to 

Brahman. Just like between the sea and its rays the jīva is different and non-different from 

Brahman. Just as the coil is nothing but the snake, yet different from it, just as the ray is nothing 

but the sun, yet different from it, just as the different kind of stones, though nothing but earth, are 

yet different from it. The selves and Brahman though nothing but Brahman are different from 

Him because of their own peculiar nature and attributes. Difference is true as well as non-

difference is also true.  
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The self as effects and parts of Brahman are distinct from Him. The effect and cause, the part 

and whole are neither absolutely distinct nor absolutely non-distinct but the relation between 

them is a relation of both difference and non-difference (bhedābheda). Thus, the relation 

between Brahman and jīva is a relation of natural difference and non-difference (svābhāvika 

bhedābheda). 

The relation is further clarified by Śrinivāsa in his commentary “Vedāntakaustuva”. He argued 

that the individual self is none other than part (aṁśa) of Brahman. The part is to be admitted in 

the sense of śakti (power) and not as real part cut-off from the whole. The relation between them 

is also clarified to that between guṇa and guṇī (attribute and substratum of attribute). Guṇa is 

different from guṇī, which is different in nature as well as being inseparable from guṇī. It is non-

different too. The author of “Vedāntakaustubha” exemplifies that the earthly modifications 

namely rubies, diamonds, made of the earth, are non-different from it but in nature, these are 

different. The same is in the case of tree and leaves, sea and its waves and so on. With the help of 

such types of instances, Śrīnivāsa try to establish that the relation between jīva and Brahman is 

that of svābāvikabhedābhedavāda. The relation is called such, since not brought by any upādhi 

or condition on the removal of which it might be ended. Therefore, the difference is true as well 

as non-difference is also true. The selves as effects and parts of Brahman are distinct from him, 

which is the cause and the whole, but as effects and parts, they are also non-distinct from him. In 

the light of the above discussion, we may conclude now that –here the term ‘Tat’ refers to the 

Lord, ‘tvam’ refers to the self and ‘asi’ indicates the relation between them. The relation is that 

the self is non-different from the Lord which non-difference is compatible with a difference 

between them. Puruṣottamji, the author of “Vedāntaratnamañjuṣā” explained that identity does 

not depend upon the absolute resemblance or sameness between them but upon the non-
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apprehension of the difference. Actually, “this relation is that the soul is non-different from the 

Lord which non-difference is compatible with a difference between them.”15 

Section-III 

Madhvācāryas’ view on Tattvamasi 

According to Madhvācārya, there are two kinds of reality- independent (svatantra) and 

dependent (paratantra). God the embodiment of infinite, excellence, spiritual qualities is only 

independent reality free from all imperfections. Individual selves and world are dependent 

realities. Individual selves or jīvas are dependent from God. An absolute identity can never be 

possible between them. The unique feature of this system is the notion of difference (bheda). 

Difference is five fold.16 

 God and self 

 The different selves 

 God and matter 

 Self and matter 

 Different material objects 

Here it should keep in our mind that difference between things does not mean the independence 

of objects so differentiated, as we find in our experience that one objects depends on another, 

though they are different. God alone is independent with regard to his nature (svarūpa), 

knowledge (pramiti) and action (pravṛtti) and everything else exist, known and acts as His will. 

As we know God is omniscience, omnipresent and perfect on the other hand, the jīva has finite 

knowledge, limited power, and dependent upon God. God alone is the worshipped master and 

jīvas are worshipping servants. According to Madhva, jīva and God are absolutely, eternally and 

essentially different from each other, at all times, places and under all circumstances. The jīva  
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gets release, which is the original state of purity through the grace of God. Even the liberated 

selves attain similarity with God and never losses its identity in him. The grace of God is won 

only through the devotion. Madhva and his followers try to establish the supremacy of bhakti and 

its ultimate instrumentality in attaining emancipation.17The presupposition led them to profound 

the philosophy of jīva as absolutely distinct and different from Brahman. This theory opposed to 

the Advaitic philosophy of the absolute non-difference between jīva and Brahman. Madhva 

clearly argued that the unity of jīva with God consists of sameness of thought or it may dwell in 

the same place. Such sameness of habitation is relative to some particular manifestation of the 

God. It is not the unity of essential being. Even the emancipated individual self is different from 

Him. The difference between the two lies in the pre-assumption that the God is being 

independent and infinite and the individual being finite and dependent.18The dictum Tattvamasi 

does not convey any identity of the self with God. Here ‘Tat’ signifies eternally unknown and the 

word ‘tvam’ signifies knowable entity. How identity would be possible between them? 

Therefore, it is not the import of the Śruti. Arising this question, Madhva hides his own view. 

This dictum Tattvamasi indicates mere similarity. It has to be taken to mean God and the jīva are 

similar to and not identical with one another. Ācārya cites an example to establish his view and 

the text is “ādityo yūpa”. The sun is sacrificial post. The proposition of the Śruti, “he who knows 

Brahman becomes Brahman” is similar to the saying that even a śudra by worshiping a 

brāhmaṇa with devotion, becomes developed and the worshipper of a brāhmaṇa certainly does 

not become the brāhmaṇa himself. Similarly, the identity between ‘Tat’ and ‘tvam’ is 

impossible. It only indicates that the jīva attains ‘similarity’ with God. The import lies in  

‘similarity’ nor upon ‘identity’.19 
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Madhva argued that some of jīvātmāns’ essential qualities like jñāna and ānanda are akin to 

those off Brahman. On that basis, jīva is sometimes spoken of as identical with Brahman. “ 

…tadguṇa sāratvat tu tadvyapadeśaḥ”(Brahmasūtra 2.3.29). The Śruti speak of the oneness of 

jīva and Brahman. On the basis of the former’s bearing some measure of similarity to Brahman 

and the primacy of and the independence of Brahman. They do not speak anywhere of their 

identity of essence. According to Madhva, the ultimate unity of the individual self with Brahman 

is similarity of cognition. ‘Similarity of cognition’ means the knowledge, which possesses the 

jīva similar to the knowledge posseses God. However, the difference is that jīva is unable to 

acquire the knowledge, which God possesses. Even it is true for the freed self. Secondly, the 

‘ultimate unity’ indicates that jiva may entrance into the ‘golokdham’. Establishing another 

implication of the text Tattvamasi Madhva divided the sentence as “atat tvam asi”. It is well 

known to all that God is superior to individual soul. “Attvamasi” means – jīva you are not the 

God because lack of such qualities. In thus way, the difference is established and the 

identification eradicated properly (utterly).20 

Madhvācārya in his commentary on Chāndogya Upaniṣad and his book “Viṣṇutattvavinirṇaya” 

has adopted the advice as ‘atat tvam asi’ and analysed carefully the Uddālaka-Śvetaketu 

discourse. Following Madhvācārya respectfully, famous commentators like Jayatīrtha, 

Rāghavendrayati clearly establish the thesis of difference and individuals’ dependence on God. 

In the eight section of the sixth chapter of the Chāndogya Upaniṣad, it proclaims that the 

individual selves are different from and dependent upon the Supreme Brahman. The central 

teaching of the Tattvamasi has advised through the nine illustrative instances. The whole 

teaching of Uddālaka to his son Śvetaketu is that jīva or individual is different from God, and 
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that the highest duty of jīva is to worship God while recognising this difference. By analysing the 

nine illustrations, Madhva and his followers establish only difference.  

The first analogy has given of a bird tied with a string. Analogy is thus-a bird tied with a string, 

after taking attempt to fly in different directions, but finding no resting place any where, at least 

comes back at the place where it is tied. Madhva and his followers claimed that every self is such 

the above bird. All the activities of the jīvas are the control of Brahman and everyone got resting 

place in Brahman or God alone. In this analogy, there is a difference between āśraya and āśrita. 

Therefore, there is a difference between jīva and Brahman. Uddālaka advised such bheda theory. 

In the walking state, anyone can differentiate himself practically from God but this feeling does 

not carry on in the state of deep sleep. However, the first analogy explains that even in the state 

of deep sleep the difference between the individual jīva and Brahman and his utter dependence 

on the latter exist. Śaṁkara’s theory of identity has no place at all. The jīvas in the state of deep 

sleep are dependent on Brahman and hence, they are fundamentally different from him. The 

highest Brahman is the creator of this universe. Jīva is being created by Him are subordinate to 

Brahman. Hence, jīva is different from and dependent on Brahman. In this first illustration of 

suṣupti, the dependence of human self on the seen power of God is vividly brought out. This 

analogy brings out the utter helplessness of the individual and protective benevolence of the 

supreme.21 In our walking state we are inclined to think of ourselves as practically independent 

beings. This feeling is not there in suṣupti. Uddālaka’s choice of this state is to make it clear to 

his son how the individual is under the wings of supreme in this state, finding rest there in the 

embrace of the supreme free from hundred and one trouble of his dreaming and walking states. 
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In the ninth section of the Upaniṣad gives an example of the juices of various flowers in honey. 

If Brahman is different from the selves then how is it possible that he who dwells in the selves 

does not perceive as different from them? To overcome this doubt, the second analogy of the 

juices has given. The bees make honey by collecting the juices from trees (flowers). Though the 

different juices are present in honey, yet those juices are unable to realize that they belong to that 

tree or flower. The difference among those juices has not perceived, yet it is there and has not 

ceased to be. Similarly, all living being have been existing in the Supreme Brahman in an 

inseparable relation during deep sleep but they do not belong to their individuality. The 

difference between jīva and Brahman is eternal. However, jīva fails to realize this fact and this 

failure on their parts leads to transmigration through various births like tiger wolf or bear etc. the 

wordings shows that the difference is there and has not ceased to be though it is missed. 

One may asked that the various juices being incent, might fail to realize their being present in 

honey. But how is it possible that a sentient fails to realize his presence in God? To remove this 

doubt, the third analogy of the rivers is given because though sentient unable to realize their 

distinctive presence in the sea. The sea water where different waters of respective rivers are 

mingled, is evaporated and the same water falls down to the ground in guise of the rain, then the 

water flows towards and emptying themselves into the sea. Though these waters being unable to 

know their individual identity as, ‘it is Gangā’ or ‘it is Yamunā’ etc., the sea remains distinct and 

the rivers do remain distinct from the sea and from each other. Similarly, inspite of their origin 

and their being having resorted to the Supreme Brahman, all beings unable to realize their being 

different from him. Yet the selves remain distinct from Brahman and from each other, (these 

beings that unable to realize their being different from him fall into the circle of transmigration). 

The statement ‘they emanent from the sea and reach only the sea, the sea remains the sea’ also 
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establishes the difference. Otherwise, the statement might have been such ‘the rivers become the 

sea itself’. Therefore, the rivers coming from the sea enter the sea but the sea do remain itself the 

same, and these rivers do not become the sea.22 

The question is thus: why is the self-dependent on Brahman? To answer this query the analogy 

of a luxuriant tree has given. If a luxuriant tree if cut at the top or middle or bottomthen some 

juicy things flows out from the wounded place.  If the life force gives up the tree, it would dry up 

and further it would not exude or flow gently the juice when cut. Similarly, if Brahman, the life 

giving principle of all would absent in the embodied self, then it would have not life at all. 

Therefore, the individual self is dependent on Brahman or God for the sake of his life. Hence, 

jīva is not identical with Brahman rather he is dependent on Brahman or God for his very 

existent. The living beings are also metaphysically dependent on the Supreme for their very life 

and happiness. 

The fifth analogy is of the seed of a nyagrodha fruit. The seed of a nyagrodha fruit, when cut 

into minute parts cannot be seen because of its subtleness. The seed possesses the potentiality of 

causing the growth of that mighty nyagrodha tree is not visible. One may observe minutely at the 

seed but not find the life principle of the tree in it. However, it does not mean there is nothing in 

the inside. Similarly, an ordinary yogī may even came to know the jīva but fail to realize the 

Lord who is subtler than jīva  dwells in it. Though the power of the Supreme Brahmanis 

perceived in the effects like the nyagrodha tree, yet he is not perceptible. 

In the thirteenth sectionof this Upaniṣad shows another example of salt in water. As the salt 

being dissolved in water is not visible in the form of crystal because it now pervades the whole 

water and looks like water but every drop of water when tasted manifests its existence. Lord 
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Viṣṇu permeates the very essence of the jīva, and though remains separate from it, is not visible. 

The power of the Lord is perceived in the effects yet he is not perceptible. Therefore,jīva is 

different from God. 

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

A man being tied up by robbers and left alone in the forest with his eyes covered up was leaving 

for Gāndhara so that he may not reach his destination safely. In the same way, the self-

overclouded by ignorance, is thrown into the dark forest of saṁsāra. By the advice of guru, he 

follows the means of śravana,manana etc., and then he realizes God. 

In the eighteenth section, sage Uddāllaka puts foreword the eight analogy of a sick man on the 

deathbed. A sick man is able to recognize his relatives so long as his voice is not merged in the 

mind, mind in the life breath, the life breath in the bodily heat and bodily heat in the Highest 

Deity. However, the dying man who is embodied self ceases to speak, breath etc., when his 

speech merges into the mind, the mind in prāṇa and prāṇain tejas in the highest Brahman. 

Through this illustration, the dependence of the self upon Brahman may be apprehended within 

the embodied self. In the time of his death bed man has come to realize his utter helplessness and 

dependence on Brahman. In the whole lifetime, he feels that he is the master of all and tries to 

ignore God but at the deathbed, he feels his limitations. This illustration proves the total 

dependence of the human self on the unseen power of Brahman. 

In the sixteenth section of the sixth chapter illustrates another example of a person accused of 

theft. A person accused of the theft and robbery is forced to a trial by fire ordeal. He is forced to 

hold a heated iron-rod. If the person has committed the robbery then by grasping the heated iron-

rod he is burnt and killed. However, being innocent he can cover himself with truth that creates 
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curtain between heat and him. Hence though he holds the heated iron-rod he is not burnt. Then 

he is released. Dr. B.N.K Sharma observed –“from the theistic point of view, it will be seen that 

such an illustration would come as an appropriate warning to the conceited Śvetaketu and to all 

the jīvas (through him) at the concluding section of the upadeśa against laying claim to any 

identity of essence or status with the Supreme Being.”23 

Madhvācārya in his Viṣṇutattvavinirṇaya, clearly stated that - there has no identity between the 

bird and the rope, among the juices of many trees, between the river and the sea, the jīvaand the 

tree, the finest subtle essence and the seed, the salt and the water, the Gāndhara country and the 

man, the ignorant and the controller of the life-breath etc, and the thief and the stolen property. In 

all the nine sections, illustrations are given in support of difference thus repeatedly by this 

illustrations, it is taught that not knowing the true distinction between the self and God there 

results great calamity. The distinction is so subtle, so difficult of perception that ordinary people 

are liable to overlook it. 

All these nine illustrations indicate that one must know identity between objects, on a cursory 

view of them. There is not a single instance that showing identity. Therefore, Uddālaka teach his 

son Śvetaketu is that the human self is separated from God and infinitely inferior to him and 

therefore the highest duty of man is to worship God. Dr. B. N.K Sharma stated that-“…it was 

giving expression to one of the fundamental teachings of Theism that the whole cosmos, of 

which we as individual souls form part, is metaphysically dependent, as a reality, on One 

Supreme Power called God or Brahman or  Tat (That);  and that it is that Supreme Power which 

sustains everything in the cosmos including the souls; that the cosmos lives, moves because of 

that Being and derives all its powers and potencies from that great Source, and that therefore the 



127 
 
 

philosophical message of the text Tat tvam asiis the dependence of the cosmos on Brahman as a 

reality and not its identity with Brahman. This was nothing shortly of a Copernican revolution in 

philosophical thinking with reference to the interpretation of this and other ‘Mahāvākyas’ by the 

discovery of the fresh fact and their appraisal.”24 

Section –IV 

Vallavācārya’s view on Tattvamasi: 

Vallabhācārya’s Suddhādvaita is one of the Vedāntic schools affiliated to the Vaiṣṇava cult. Our 

old tradition told us that Vallabha’s philosophical thought was very much influenced by 

Viṣṇuswāmi who belonged to the thirteenth century. Vallabha wrote an incomplete commentary 

on Brahmasūtra named Aṇubhāṣya (upto 3.2.23) and wrote a commentary on Bhāgavatpurāṇa, 

Subodhinī. Through his famous works like Aṇubhāṣya, Siddhāntarahasya, Bhagavatatīkā 

Subodhinī he offered theistic interpretation of Vedānta, which differs from Śaṁkara,’s Advaita 

and other Vedānta too. 

The doctrine of Vallabha is known as Śuddhādvaita or pure non-dualism. The concept of 

‘śuddha’ differentiates Vallabha’s Advaita from Śaṁkara,’s Advaita unlike Śaṁkara; Vallabha’s 

doctrine does not soiled by māyā. The Śuddhādvaita system amalgamates the Upaniṣadic 

doctrine of pure-monism with the doctrine of devotion and selfsurrender to the lord Kriṣṇa as 

found in Śrīmad Bhagavad Gītā. The main teachings of Śuddhādvaita are thus: 

There are three pillars of Vedānta, generally known as ‘prasthāna traya’. They are Vedas 

including the Upaniṣads, Gītā, and the Brahmasūtras. Vallabha added the Bhāgavata-purāṇa as 

the fourth authority and stated that if doubt arises in any of these authorities, then the light of 
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succeeding authority would remove this doubt. According to Vallabha, the highest entity is 

Brahman, which is sat-cit-ānanda. Vallabha accepted that Brahman, Paramātman and 

Bhāgavata are synonymous and referred to lord Kṛṣṇa, the highest entity. He is pūrṇa, 

puruṣottama. He possesses several qualities of which jñāna and kriyā are the most prominent. 

The kriyāśakti or power of action of Brahman is described in the purvakāṇda and jñānaśakti or 

power of knowledge is described in the uttarakāṇda of Vedas. According to Vallabha, there is 

Akṣara Brahman lower than Para Brahman who possesses sat, cit and limited ānanda. When 

Brahman described to be many for the sake of pleasure or līlārtham, thousand of selves come out 

of him like sparks from fire.25 The self is aṁśa or part of and no doubt is eternal. Again, the 

universe has been created out of his self for the sake of sport without suffering, changes what so 

ever, and is related to it as the spider is to its web. He propagated that the puṣṭimārga or the way 

of divine grace is the perfect and unfailing means of enjoying highest bliss. According to this 

system, Brahman is saccidānanda and jīva is Brahman itself with sat and cit but the aspect of 

ānanda of Brahman is obscured in jīva. However, it should be kept in our mind that ānanda is 

not totally absent but it remains latent in the jīva. As per example, as the masculine qualities 

found in youth are not totally absent in a child but latent in him (Aṇubhāṣya 2.3.31).26 

The followers of this system asserted that the purport of the eight section of the sixth chapter of 

Cāndogya Upaniṣad is to impart instruction about Brahman, which is ground or āśraya and the 

aṁśī of the whole universe including the individual self. The doctrine of pure identity between 

jīva and Brahman is not the real intension of Tattvamasi. Creatorship, omniscience, the real seer-

hood, all pervasiveness are uncommon and special attribute of Brahman can never be attributed 

to jīva whose difference from Brahman has been well established by the author of Brahmasūtra 
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at several places on the basis aṁśāṁśibhāva. Being overwhelmed with the emotion of love and 

devotion towards Brahman attains sarvātmabhāva by his divine grace. Therefore his own 

concealed bliss is manifested and leads to a state of Brahmabhāva-state similar to that of 

Brahman. It is such type of acquisition of this Brahmabhāva, which impelled the seers to make 

such declaration as Tattvamasi. Jīva is Brahman itself with sat and cit but the ānanda aspect of 

Brahman is obscured in jīva. The jīva is Brahman itself under a limit. However, the jīvas are 

similar to God but some difference has to be accepted in some respects. Vallabha says that even 

the bliss aspect of God, which is obscured in the jīva, is not totally absent but it remains latent in 

the jīva. It is the same just as the masculine qualities found in youth are not totally absent in a 

child but are latent in him.27 

Our Observation: 

Only the Advaitins uphold the view that the individual self is really nothingbut Brahman. In the 

statement ‘Tattvamasi’, ‘Tat’ literally means the Brahman with omniscience, omnipotence, 

omnipresence. ‘Tvam’ literally means the jīva with limited knowledge and powers and the term 

‘asi’ signifies the identification between the two. However, apparently the identification is 

impossible. Advaitins introduce lakṣaṇā or secondary meaning to establish their view. They 

argued what is incompatible in the connotations of the two terms is to be rejected and what is 

compatible is to be retained. However, the Vaiṣṇava Vedāntins though different in their views 

unanimously criticize the Advaitin’s view. None of them ever claims absolute identity between 

them. 

There are some common factors among Vaiṣṇavavedāntins. According to the Vaiṣṇavavedāntins, 

there is no difference between Brahman and God. They identify Īśvara or Brahman with Kṛṣṇa, 
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Nārāyaṇa, Viṣṇu, or Śrīhari. They never distinguish between Brahman and God. All most every 

one stated that God is the embodiment of all auspicious qualities and when it is said about 

nirguṇa it only try to establish that he is devoid of any evil qualities. To them God is merciful 

and gracious. With the help of his divine grace, one can be able to get rid of bondage of this 

mundane world. In their theo-metaphysics, they try to establish that jiva-Brahman identification 

with the help of lakṣṇā is just a metaphysical fiction. They define Tattvamasi in different manner.  

According to Rāmānuja ‘Tattvamasi’does not mean that jīva is essentially and absolutely the 

same as Brahman but the apposition is to be understood as ‘blue lotus’, where the quality and the 

qualified stand in apposition with each other. Jīva is nothing but the mode of Brahman. It is very 

similar to it in nature. Nimbārka too does not accept absolute identity of non-distinction. The 

word ‘Tat’ signifies the Brahman, which is omniscient, omnipotent, omnipresent and self of all. 

‘Tvam’ signifies the individual self, which depends for its existence upon the Brahman. The 

word ‘asi’ signifies the relation of the two, which is difference not inconscient with non-

difference like fire and its sparks. According to Vallabha, the existence and knowledge are 

manifestedin the individual selves but the bliss remains obscured. Prof. J.N. Mohanty observed-

“…both Śaṁkara and Vallabha argue that differences are mere appearences. Rāmānuja argues 

for identity in and through difference or identity qualified by difference. Difference does not and 

cannot exist independently of identity to which it belongs. Accordingly, identity is primary. 

Nimbarka argues for identity and difference; both are equally real.”28  God-realization is regarded 

as the goal of human life in Vaiṣṇava Vedānta. Mere self-realization is not enough because a 

distinction between God and individual is basic in theo-religious philosophy. Bhakti is the 

ultimate means of self-realization. To them the aim of life lies not merely in the knowledge of 

the nature of the self-but in commuine with God, which gives the experience of divine bliss. A 
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devotee does not want liberation or to merge his individuality into God. The loving devotion of 

God has supreme value for a devotee. Any system, which accepts that divine grace, is the 

ultimate means of liberation has to compel to establish difference between God and individual. 

Devotion is possible only when the individual self has a feeling of reverence and dependence 

towards God and regards him as the ultimate aim of life. There are various approaches to realize 

the significance of Tattvamasi. These approaches are depicted in Hanuman’s realization. He 

opined that-‘as long as I have the physical consciousness , thou art the master, I am thy servant , 

when I consider myself as an individual being, thou art  whole, I am thy part; but when I realize 

the atman then I am one with thee.’29 
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