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The foundation of the Vedanta school of philosophy, insofar as it is characterized by Śaṅkara in his Brahma-Sūtra Bhāsya, is the interpretation of the Vedic texts, in particular, the Upaniṣads. Śaṅkara provides a justification for this foundation in the first part of the Brahma-Sūtra Bhāsya. First of all, "...it is a well-recognized fact in the world that the person from whom the scriptures dealing with multifarious subjects emerge is more well informed that the scriptures themselves" (Śaṅkara 19). For example, Pāṇini, the grammarian, must have known more than he put into his grammar, since any text can contain just a part of the whole of a person. Śaṅkara applies this principle to the Vedas themselves: "It goes without saying that, that great Being has absolute omniscience and omnipotence, since from Him emerge the ṛg-Veda etc.--divided into many branches and constituting the source of classification into gods, animals, men, castes, stages of life, etc., and the source of all kinds of knowledge--and since the emergence of these Vedas from that Being occurs as though in sport and without any effort like the breath of a man, as is stated in the Vedic text, 'Those that are called the ṛg-Veda...are but the exhalation of this great Being" (19). That is, given the extent of knowledge contained in the Vedas, and the fact that this knowledge is expressed effortlessly, they must have derived from a being so much more knowledgeable, an entirely omniscient and omnipotent being, since no single human could have known so much. In fact, the Vedas are only limited by the fact they are expressed in human language, and so are "almost omniscient" (18), that is, insofar as they are limited by the ignorance and illusion that comes from using language, which assumes a difference between things, rather than their essential, true unity. No single being could have encompassed all the truths therein (since those truths are unencompassable for humans unless they have achieved enlightenment, and we will see that enlightenment requires such truths to begin with), and so it makes no sense to talk of individual, specific human authors of the Vedas.


Indeed, Śaṅkara makes the claim that "Brahman (the great Being) is known as the source of birth etc. of this universe from the scriptures alone that are a valid means of knowledge" (19). That is to say, Braham can only be known via the scriptures and not any other means of knowledge, for example, perception or inference, and Śaṅkara specifically argues against the idea that there are any means of corroborating the statements about the truth of Braham through inference or perception (20). He claims, first of all, that the Upaniṣads "become fully reconciled when they are accepted as establishing this very fact in their fullest import" (21), that is, the Upaniṣads only make sense, as a whole, without any contradictions, when they are interpreted as referring to Braham as the ultimate One. Only such an interpretation makes the widely varying statements of the Upaniṣads coherent, and so such an interpretation must be valid. Once such an interpretation is arrived at, it seems one can divide the statements in the Upaniṣads into two groups, one of which are statements that can perhaps be corroborated via perception or inference, and one of which are statements that cannot be corroborated in any way. As relates to matters of "gods, animals, men, castes, stages of life, etc., and the source of all kinds of knowledge" (19), i.e. the first group, the Vedas have been corroborated, and so given the necessity of only the one, single interpretation of the meaning of the Upaniṣads, the statements in the second group must also be correct, although they cannot be corroborated. For indeed, "Brahman [is not] an object of perception, even though It stands as an established, positive entity, for the unity of the Self and Brahman, as stated in "That thou art," cannot be known otherwise than from the scriptural texts" (22). One might gain knowledge of the world, and of one's own self, through perception and inference, but it is only through the very injunction "That thou art" that establishes Brahman as the one self, that is the self of everything. Another way of saying this is that given perception and inference, one can only obtain knowledge from one's own perspective, whether of the external world, or the internal world, in any case, separate from all other perspectives. It is only through the Upaniṣads that one is able to transcend any single perspective and realize the unity of all perspectives, all selves, and all things. There is no way that one can reason or perceive one's way, via thought or experience, to the conclusion that everything is Brahman; only "That thou art" assures us of its truth. 


One might object that the essence of truth lies in the possibility of its being corroborated, that is, there are no self-evident truths. But Śaṅkara goes on: "As for the objection that instruction about Brahman is useless inasmuch as It is neither acceptable nor rejectable, that is nothing damaging; for the attainment of the highest human goal (of freedom) becomes an accomplished fact only when the total eradication of all sorrows comes about as a result of the realization of the Self as Brahman beyond acceptance and rejection" (22). The reason that such statements cannot be corroborated is that, once the result is achieved and all duality is rejected (23), there is no sense in which one can corroborate statements with perception and inference, since those means of knowledge are premised on the duality of subject and object, and are no longer valid. The knowledge of Brahman itself, once the result is achieved, cannot be corroborated because corroboration has lost its meaning at that point. There can be no perception of Brahman before the result, since such a perception is the result, but only at the point at which perception becomes meaningless as a means of knowledge. There can be no inference in regard to Brahman before the result, since all inference is by analogy (23), and there is no situation that is analogous to the non-dual experience of the result. Thus, Brahman is known through the scriptures alone; and no human author could have written them, for the knowledge within it can only have been obtained through non-dual experience, at which point it would cease to be communicable knowledge--and yet, the knowledge is there, and so it must have come from some source beyond specific human individuals, namely Brahman, "For once the non-dual Self, that is neither acceptable nor rejectable, is realized, there can be no possibility of the persistence of the means of knowledge that become bereft of their objects and subjects" (44). Indeed, although Upaniṣadic sentences cannot be corroborated in dualistic experience, nevertheless they are the sole means of achieving the desired result: "...the Upaniṣadic sentences will, by virtue of their imparting instruction about the transcendental Self, serve the purpose of removing the error of thinking oneself as a transmigrating soul" (25). It should be noted that the result does not come about through meditation or practice. If such practices require an object, they are useless, since Brahman is not an object, but a subject (31), and moreover, in fact, the subject of everything, so that, specifically, the very knowledge of Brahman (as opposite to meditating on Brahman) means that "differences of the 'known,' 'the knower,' and the 'knowledge'" (31) are removed; and further, even meditation which requires no object cannot realize the unity of one's own subjectivity with all others. 


Śaṅkara's claims are, at first, paradoxical. Through experience one comes to know many things, about the world, and about one's self. And such knowledge is corroborated in the Vedas. But the Vedas also contain knowledge that cannot be corroborated, since to corroborate them would be to perform a dualistic action after dualism has been dispensed with; thus they should be taken on faith, given the infallibility of the rest of the Vedas. Such statements, like "That thou art" serve to establish the transubjectivity of all things when, in everyday experience, one only gains knowledge of one's world and one's self. It is specifically a linguistic expression of a truth that serves as the basis for an escape from the entrapments of idealism, and serves to identify one with everything. Curiously, in the end, it is language, and only by language, that one can escape from one's own limited perspective, and encompass everything. For the claim is that knowledge of Brahman cannot come about in any other way than by the knowledge in the Upaniṣads. No experience can suggest such a fact, since to have such an experience would imply that all communicability had been lost, along with the dualist mentality. Ineffably, though, Brahman exhales through individuals, and they come to express non-corroboratable statements such as "That thou art," as in the Vedas, which can logically have derived from neither perception nor inference. For on no grounds could one know such a fact, since either one is trapped in one's own self, with no knowledge of others, or one has realized one's unity with Brahman, at which point the very distinction of the second person ("thou") is effaced. 


The question, then, remains: What makes the Vedas specifically unique beyond their interpretation? That is, what is precisely the meaning of an exhalation of Brahman? To follow Śaṅkara's argument beyond the specifically Vedic context, an exhalation of Brahman in language might be a description of the fact that in practice statements are indeed made without justification from perception or inference. Perhaps the speaking individual says, "That thou art," for reasons of their own, from their own perspective, not at all thinking of Brahman (which would be impossible from any one perspective, as Śaṅkara shows). Following Śaṅkara's reasoning, it seems that such an event could very well be the meaning of Brahman's exhalation of truth, as a metaphor. The meaning of the non-human origin of the Vedic statements is that, in practice, the truth about Brahman indeed comes to be expressed, even though such an expression is ultimately contradictory to the nature of that truth, which is a truth about non-dual experience expressed in terms of dualism. Therefore, it must arise from some other source, groundlessly, and opaquely, one could say, by accident. Brahman, then, is only realized interpretively, by drawing together all statements, however contradictory, and unifying them under a single interpretation. And, in the end, according to Śaṅkara, there can only one correct interpretation of all statements taken as a whole, in which all statements can be contextualized and understood. And that interpretation is that all things are one. And so, one can understand what exactly Śaṅkara might mean by the non-human origin of the Vedas; non-human is to be understood in the sense of not originated by any single individual, since the individual perspective is never the whole truth. The challenge is to take all individually expressed statements, which seem contradictory, and unify them, to show how, despite their specific origins, they all cohere under the rubric of a single interpretation, namely, that everything is one.


Indeed, according to Śaṅkara, and in contrast to other scriptures, the Vedas are not established as true by means of corroboration, for example, because they contain authenticating accounts of miracles, or entirely correspond to some philosophically complete and verifiable conception of the world. Instead, their truth is established not with reference to their origin, but with reference to the very mystery of their origin, which can only lie in some involuntary and not understood spontaneous expression of language. The Vedas are picked out as special because their authentic origin is impossible, not because their origin is known to be holy, in a historical sense. As such, and to extrapolate from Śaṅkara's argument, one can easily imagine another exhalation of Brahman, and a second Veda, without any contradiction, for it is not the specific Vedas as such that are holy, but the fact of a group of statements whose occurrence is inexplicable, but whose collective interpretation can lead only to the view that all is one. For there is no reason why the exhalation of Brahman should ever begin or end at any point. Brahman, in this sense, is interpretation. And so, there lies some mystery at the heart of language, that statements made for individual, "provincial" reasons, can be unified together to refer to the oneness of everything.  It is something to do with some quality of language itself, then, although Śaṅkara does not explicitly state it; something breathes through language that is not reducible to perception or inference, and which constantly hints at the possibility of something else, and only interpretation can see past the contingency of each individual statements to the hidden, unexperienceable truth to which they involuntarily refer. Śaṅkara discuss, of course, solely the Vedas; but one can best make sense of his justification of the origins of the Vedas only by generalizing his argument from the language of the Vedas, to language in general.


As a kind of thought-experiment to understand what this might mean, consider a line from another part of the world and another time period, from Heidegger's Anaximander Fragment: "Being speaks always and everywhere throughout language." Such a statement was conceived and written in a context far from the world of Śaṅkara and Vedanta. Nevertheless, a truth that Śaṅkara would agree with was expressed, insofar as knowledge of Brahman, paradoxically, can only be obtained through language, but only a language whose ultimate origin is not reducible to any of the experiential elements referred to within the linguistic statement. Insofar as interpretation is taken to consist in finding the unified, hidden source, which lends coherence to disparate, disconnected statements and from which emanates the ultimate truth, no matter where and when a text appears, the goal is to find the one interpretation that reconciles all statements. Insofar as one applies this type of interpretation to the Vedas, Vedanta arises; it seems, however, that whether he intended it to or not, Śaṅkara's justification of the self-evident and non-experientially-originated truths of the Veda not only applies to the Vedas, but to all language as such, even, we might say, to Heidegger's. Although Śaṅkara does not state it explicitly, or in these terms, it appears that it is the mysterious unity of language itself, or rather, the possibility of a single interpretation, that gives man, unknowingly, the first hint of the path to liberation.

�	 As another thought-experiment, consider a group of poets whose conception of poetry is that all poetry should be written from the perspective of a different thing. One poet likes rabbits, and so he begins his poem, "I am a rabbit." Another poet likes dogs, and so he begins his poem, "I am a dog," and a third poet likes cats, and so he begins with, "I am a cat." Each poet, then, writes their poem for reasons of their own. But, working from the assumption of unity, an interpreter collects together the various poems of the group, and tries to reconcile the individual poems as a whole. From, "I am a rabbit," "I am a dog," and "I am a cat," (and perhaps others, without limit), the interpreter decides, "I am everything." And this is precisely how Śaṅkara defines himself as interpreter in relation to the Vedas. But as one can see, there is no reason to limit the scope of the interpretation to the Vedas themselves, since there is no conceivable reason why Brahman would ever start or cease to exhale itself through language. To come to a knowledge of Brahman is precisely to interpret, to collect together all contingent statements and unify them under the single, necessary interpretation, which can only be everything is one. And the fact that this single interpretation is possible implies that there is something beyond any single individual's perspective at work in language, which can only be Brahman.






