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Aham brahmasmi—Not A ‘Sampad’
Correspondence Statement

lvan Andrijanic

HIS ARTICLE FOCUSES ON Sri Sankari-
charya’s interpretarion of the famous stare-
ment ‘Abam brabmdsmi; | am Brahman'

as found ar the beginning of the Brhadaranyaka
Upanisad (BAU) 1.4.10.
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This (self ) was indeed Brahman in the beginning.

It knew only Itself as, ‘T am Brahman' Therefore,

It became all. And whoever among the gods

knew It became That; and the same with sages

and men. The sage Vamadeva, while realising this

(self) as That, knew, ‘I was Manu, and the sun.”

Sankara’s interpretation of this statement
appears in the context of his refutation of two
different interpretations of Brbadiranyaka
Upanisad 1.4.10. Rejecting these two interprer-
ations (which most likely belong to some older
Vedinta sub-schools) is important for Sankara
because the main metaphysical and exegerical
tenets of his philosophy are mirrored in the key
question of whether the statement ‘I am Brah-
man’ conveys correspondence or identity.

The text of the Upanisad begins with the claim
thar, in the beginning, this world was Brabman,
which knew only itself as ‘T am Brahman’ (abam
brahmasmi). As a result, it became the Whole
(sarva). The Upanisad continues with the claim
that, whosoever of the gods, seers, and human
beings realises unity with Brahman becomes the
Whaole. But whosoever worships the gods believ-
ing that the gods are different from oneself, does
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not know and serves the gods, as animals serve
human. This is why it does nor suit the gods for
people to know themselves as Brahman.
Sankara begins his commentary by convey-
ing two different interpretations of the narure of
Brahman in this Upanisadic passage. Anandagiri®
arrributes the first (wrong) interpretation para-
phrased in Sarikara’s commentary to an unnamed
(and unknown to us) eretikre, author of a com-
mentary. The passage states that the Brahman in
question is lower Brahman (brabmaparam). It
should also be noted that this argument is carefully
structured in a five-fold fashion resembling the
famous ‘syllogism’ structure described in Nyaya-
Sttra 1.1.32-39. (1) First, the thesis (pratijna) is
presented that the Brahman referred ro here is
lower Brahman (brabmapara). (2) The reason
(hetu) for this claim is that only lower Brahman
can become Whole as a result of effort. (3) Asitis
a general rule (wd.ibarana) that the highest Brah-
man cannot enter the state of becoming Whole
by knowledge, and ( 4) becoming Whole as an ef-
fect of knowledge is mentioned in the text of the
Upanisad (#panaya), (s) the Brahman referred to
in the passage brabma vd idam agra dsit must be
conditioned Brahman (nigamana, conclusion).
The second interpretation that Sarikara para-
phrases (and larer criticises) states that the Brah-
man in question is actually a man belonging to the
Brihmana class who strives to become Brahman.
According to this interpretation, man first attains
unity with lower Brahman through the know-
ledge of lower Brahman or Prajipati, accompa-

nied by rites. Afterwards, he seeks uniry with the
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highest Brahman through the knowledge of unity
with him. According to this second interpret-
ation, identification with the highest Brahman
is obviously artained through a gradual process,
wherein identification with Prajapati is a halfway
point. The final realisation of the highest Brahman
is achieved through the statrement ‘T am Brahman.

Anandagiri attributes this interpretation to
Bhartrprapaiica, the author of an older, now lost
commentary on the Brhadiranyaka Upanisad
that has survived only in fragments found
in Sankara’s Bhasya, Sureévara’s Vartika, and
Anandagiri’s sub-commentaries ( Tika) on both
works (of Sarikara and Sureévara). This idea of
two steps of realisation corresponds appropri-
ately to the idea of gradual release (kramamuksi)
advocated by the school of Bhedibhedavada,
to which Bhartrprapafica supposedly belonged.
The claim that knowledge accompanied with
ritual action brings the realisation of Brahman
corresponds to the doctrine of jadnakarma-

samuccaya or the combination of knowledge and
action also advocated by the Bhedibhedavadins.
The word ‘Brahman’ that Bhartrprapanca in-
terprets as ‘a man of the Brihmana class’ refers to
the Brahman mentioned in the sentence, 'Brafma
vd idam agra dsit; in the beginning, this was only
Brahman' The statement ‘aham brabmiismi’ from
the same passage is used as the means by which
this man of the Brihmana class may become the
Whole, but only after unity with lower Brahman
or Prajapati, is established through knowledge and
rites. This interpretation is in accord with the pre-
vious statement asserting that the highest Brahman
cannot become Whole as a result of knowledge.
Sarkara rejects both of these interpretations
by claiming that, if Brahman is understood in
this way, the error of transitoriness (anityarva-
dosa) would apply, as it is impossible to assume
a different state and remain eternal and immut-

able. Sankara here claims that the knowledge of
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Brahman (abam brabmdsmi) cannot change some
state of lower Brahman into the state of being
Whole, because in this case the Whole cannot be
eternal (as it existed as lower Brahman previously
and might evolve further into something else).
Sarikara here, of course, indicates the idea that the
knowledge T am Brahman’ means the cessation of
the idea of not being the Whole created by ignovance
(avidydkrta), and not a real change in state. There-
fore, the word ‘Brahman’ should be taken literally,
in its primal sense (mukhydirtha), and the force-
ful interpreration of Brahman as a man belonging
to the Brihmana class is superfluous. Essentially,
both interpretations thar Sankara criticises imply
atransformation of Brahman that Sarikara cannot
accept because Brahman is immutable. If the trans-
formartion of Brahman is real, it cannot remain
absolute and as such unchangeable. Therefore,
Sarikara considers change no more than a false idea
brought about by ignorance, which is dispelled by
the knowledge of unity with Brahman.

After Sankara refutes a few possible smaller
objections, he conveys another comprehensive
objection according to which the transmigraring
soul (samsirin) is different from the Lord (#para),
which is also emphasised in doctrine founded on
reasoning (tarkaiistra) represented by Kanada and
Aksapiada. On the other hand, revelation (srus)
also prescribes the path of knowledge and the path
of (ritual) action embodied in the Upanisadic doc-
trine of two paths,” which would be meaningless
if the transmigrating self is equal to the Brahman
who has fulfilled all desires (dptakdma). Therefore,
the Brahman in question must be a man on a path
to becoming Brahman. This objection surely fur-
ther elaborares Bhartrprapanca’s interpretation;
this may also be a paraphrasing of Bhartrprapanca’s
commentary. It is, however, possible thar Sarkara s
simply deriving all possible implications that might
arise from Bhartrprapafica’sinterpretation in order
to refute any objection that might be raised.
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Sankara answers with the claim that such a
position would render Upanisadic scriptural
statements about the highest Brahman useless,
Why? In this case, statements such as, "Ayam
dtmd brahma; Brahman is this Self here’ would
mean that dtzman in the sentence is a transmigra-
tory Self, implying thar uniry with the transmi-
grating soul would lead to becoming the Whole.
If the Upanisadic rext here does not describe the
highest Brahman, how can the knowledge of the
highest Brahman appear regardless?

The opponent further maintains that the in-
struction here is meant for aspiring practitioners
who practise sampad. This objection is interesting
as the question arises as to what sampad means
here.* The root-noun sampad and its corresponding
verbal forms cover a wide array of concepts and
meanings in Vedic and post-Vedic literature. How-
ever, in this case, the most likely meaning of sam-
pad is the Vedic ‘equation’ and ‘correspondence’
Therefore, Sankara’s objector’s interpretation of
the concept of the sarnpad implies a system of cor-
respondences found in Brihmanas and Upanisads
that contain ritual, micro- and macrocosmic cor-
respondences. These appear to be a central concern
of the Upanisadic thinkers who believed the uni-
verse to be constituted of a web of relations or cos-
mic connections hidden from ordinary people.”
These correspondences were mostly devoted to the
establishment of a relationship berween sacrificial
ritual and che universe, the gods, and people. In
the objector’s opinion, ‘I’ (aham) is a microcosmic
correlative to the macrocosmic entity ‘Brahman’
in the same way, that is, the head of the sacrificial
horse is equated with the dawn, its sight with the
sun, and so on in Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 1.1.1.

Sankara, however, rejects the claim that the
statement ‘aham brabmdsmi’ is a sampad corres-
pondence. Contrary to the structure of sampad
correspondences (head of the sacrificial horse =

dawn), the word drman "Highest Self” is used
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synonymously with Brahman in Upanisadic
statements. In mmpaﬁ, different corresponding
entities are equated. Sarikara answers the possible
objection that sempad correspondences may lead
to unity by staring thar sampad correspondences
are just ideas that never lead to the unity of con-
cepts they compare. He asserts thar if the rerms
are not identical in the moment the correspond-
ences are stated, meditation of such correspond-
ence cannot lead to identity, for the simple reason
that one thing cannot become another.

The point is that, in Sankara’s philosophy,
knowledge mediated by Upanisadic statements
does not create anything new; it merely dispels
ignorance by revealing knowledge thar is con-
stantly present. Knowledge only removes ignor-
ance and reveals the truth; knowledge does not
create anything new. Therefore, a word of reve-
lation cannot make different things equal. The
Upanisads are informative, and not crearive.

This is how Sankara actually interprets the role of
revelation: it mediates knowledge. Thus, he makes
the Upanisadic revelation independent of the trad-
idonal division of the Vedas into muansras (sacred
sayings), vidhi (ritual injunctions), arthavida
(explanarions, eulogies), #.imadbeya (titles), and
niseclha (prohibitions) which originate from Piirva-
mimamsa. Sarikara and his followers consider the
Upanisadic revelation an independent texrual unit
whose sole task is to mediate knowledge of ul-
timate truth. As sampad passages in Brahmanas and
Upanisads are traditionally treated as arthavida,
illustrarive and explanatory passages, it is clear thar
the most important proclamarions such as aham
brabmdsmi cannot be merely arthavida thar are
subordinated to the vidhi injunctions.

As a part of this discussion, Sarikara introduces
the exegetical rule according to which the begin-
ning of the text (upakrama) should be in accord-
ance with its end (upasamhira). The argument is
that the Brahman thar appears at the beginning
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of the text cannot be a transmigrating soul—dif-

hermeneutical, as they are mainly concerned with

ferent from Brahman, who will only know himself  the status of Upanisadic revelation. Upanisadic

by insight into himself as ‘aham brabmdsmi’ (1 am
Brahman)—because in such an interpretation, the
beginning and end of the text discussing Brahman
and not a transmigrating soul would not corre-
spond, and the text would lose its coherence. Also,
the name brabmavidyi ‘knowledge of Brahman™
would be compromised, if the ‘it’ in ‘iz knew only
itself” (rad atmainam evaver), from BAU 1.4.10,
were a transmigrating Self (samsdrin). If the pas-
sage truly described the transmigrating Self, the
name samsdrividyd knowledge of the rransmigrar-
ing one’, as Sanikara puts it, would appear in BAU
1.4.9 instead of brahmavidyad. The verms upakrama
‘beginning’ and upasambira ‘end, conclusion’ be-
long to the group of the six means for derermining
the meaning of the text (sadliviga).”

It is very important for Sankara to refute the
claim that the statement abam brabmaismi is a
sampad correspondence for reasons that can be
grouped into two categories. The first group of
reasons can be considered metaphysical ones.
Sarikara must refute metaphysical claims chat the
Self is essentially different from the highest Brah-
man, and that the statement aham brabmdsmi
conveys acomparison of corresponding but essen-
tially different concepts (dtman as the individual,
transmigrating self vs. Brahman). If such a claim
were postulated, Brahman would not be abso-
lute. Therefore, Sartkara must maintain synonymy
berween .itman and Brabman and between the
identification of ‘I" and ‘Brahman’. In the same
sense, Sankara considers it impossible for any
transformation to take place that is brought about
by knowledge engendered from meditation on
the sampad correspondence in the sense of older
ritual interiorisation. Knowledge implies only cthe
dispelling of ignorance, not the transformation of
an entity or the creation of a new one.

The second group of reasons are exegertical and
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rext plays the role of mediating knowledge that does
not transform the seeker, but rather only dispels
false knowledge. The implied idea that the state-

ment ‘Tam Brahman' would fall into the category
of arthavdda if it were a sampad correspondence,
falls under the exegetical group of reasons. In this
case, the statement would lose its power of me-
diating highest knowledge and would become
subordinated to the vidlh/ injunctions for ritual
performance. However, in Sarikara's system, this
would imply that the Upanisads are subsidiary
to Brihmanas, and thar knowledge is subsidi-
ary to (rirual) action. This is a major threart ro
Sankara's system, for which reason he must refute
such claims and postulate the statement ‘aham

brabmdsmi as insight that reveals the unchang-
ing truth of the one absolute Brahman. o
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