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ABSTRACT

Notwithstanding its pivotal role in the thought of Indian early grammarians, the exact mean-
ing of the term $abda remains vague and hard to determine for an inexperienced student. The
difficulty is not simply due to polysemy or ambiguity. The ancient user of the term abda seems
entirely unaware of any distinctions within the semantic range of the word, taking its meaning
for granted. The objective of the present paper is to investigate various contexts of the word in
order to elucidate its meaning as understood by Indian grammarians, with particular emphasis
laid on the followers of the $abdadvaita school.
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FROM MYSTICISM OF LANGUAGE TO ITS DESCRIPTIVE
GRAMMAR

oM

catvari Syngd trayo asya pada dve Sirse sapta hastdso asya

tridha baddhbo vrsabbo roraviti mabo devo martyam a vivesa |

[It has four horns, three feet, two heads and seven hands

Triply bound the bull is roaring! The great god entered the mortal] (Transl. PS.).
(RV 1V.58.3)

The above description of a rather fancy, not to say weird, creature comes from
a Vedic hymn and is largely believed to be a description of a language. Accord-
ing to Patafijali' the four horns are the four parts of speech (noun, verb, prepo-
sition and particle), three feet are the three tenses (past, future and present),
two heads are two essences of the word — one eternal and the other as a result
of human activity, seven hands are the seven cases of the declension (vibbakti),
the triple bonds are the three places (sthana) of origin of a word, i.e. the chest,
the throat and the head, the roaring of the bull is the word or linguistic sound
($abda). The word is further referred to as ‘the great god’ who enters the hu-
man beings and enables them to speak. It is by no means the only possible and
existing interpretation of the mysterious four-horned and two-headed beast
but all of them share the same certainty — the words of the hymn tell about
language.

It hardly ever occurs to a western man that linguistics or grammar could
be associated with any kind of mysticism or that they should be treated as
the fundamental disciplines of all human knowledge. In India a proposition
that the language is the most pivotal subject to study and that the study may
bring one liberation, may pass for a platitude. In fact, the reasons for hold-
ing language and linguistics in such extraordinary reverence date back to early
Vedic times. An offering ceremony was to reproduce on a microcosmic scale
the macrocosmic principle of rza. Had the priest failed to perform everything
to a nicety, the sacrifice would inevitably turn against him or against the one
in whose favour the offering had been performed. Each sacrifice consists of
some permanent elements: the fire, the offering material and the words of
a Vedic hymn properly intoned. Actually, the word ‘properly’ should be em-
phasized all through the offer. If anything were not performed ‘properly’, the
sacrifice would fail to be auspicious. On the contrary, its consequences would
prove menacing for the sacrificer. Thus the priest who intoned the words of

' MBh 1, p. 64: catvari $yigani catvari pada-jatani namakhyatopasarga-nipatah ca. trayab
asya padab trayab kalab bbita-bbavisyad-vartamanab. dve Sirse dvau Sabdatmanau nityah karyab
ca. sapta hastasab asya sapta vibhaktayab. tridha baddhah trisu sthanesu baddhbab urasi kanthe Sirasi
iti. vrsabbab varsanat. roraviti Sabdam karoti. kutab etat. rautib Sabda-karma.
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a hymn (udgatr) had to do his best to intone them precisely, which involved
the necessity of correct pronunciation of vowels and consonants, the right pitch
etc. The priest (udgatr) had to master the language, its grammar, its syntax, its
phonetics included. It was the language that properly used had the power to
yield success or wrongly used could cause misfortune. The language compelled
respect and in the Vedic times identified with the goddess Vac, who has been
held in high esteem up to our days.

EARLY UPANISHADIC UNDERSTANDING OF SABDA

There is no explicit term denoting what we call ‘the word’. On the one hand
the Sanskrit noun fabda may mean ‘a word’, but also ‘a phoneme’, ‘a sentence’
or just ‘a sound’, depending on the author and on the context, on the other
hand English ‘word’ can be understood as abda or pada,’ depending on the
context. Initially sabda signified any sound, not necessarily even a linguistic one
or one produced by means of vocal organ. The sacred syllable AUM, which
covers all possible meanings of the past, the presence and the future, was called
Sabda. MandU identifies the syllable (aksara) with brabman and with the high-
est self (@zman). Remote as the doctrine still was from the subsequent theory
of Bhartrhari, both theories share one crucial feature: both in MandU and
in Bhartrhari the issue of the $abda-brabman seems to be inseparably associ-
ated with the idea of time. The doctrines are obviously different,’ so that the
Upanishadic concept of time can be at most considered as the germ of the
Bhartrharian theory of kala-sakti, if not a parallel scheme. Nevertheless, taking
into account the gap of about a millennium between Manda and Bhartrhari, it
can be assumed that the germ of the idea in the Upanishad, had a sufhciently
long period of time to develop into an elaborate doctrine of the grammarian
school.

COLLECTING WORDS: FIRST LEXICONS

Words, the basic meaningful components of the language, the integral part
of each sacrifice, were considered sacred, therefore they became the object of
collecting. Every reader of a Sanskrit text must first distinguish and isolate
words which are not written separately but grouped together as far as the

2 There are no lexical equivalents of Sanskrit sabda and pada, both being denoted by ‘word’.
Polish equivalents of sabda and pada are stowo and wyraz respectively. Cf. Sajdek, 2011: 18-20.

* Sastri B. Gaurinath suggests: ‘But we must be careful not to identify the Sabdabrahman
of the grammarian with the Sabdabrabman of the Upanisads, for according to Bhartrhari
Sabdabrabman is identical with the Transcendental Reality’ (Gaurinath, 1980: XXIV).
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devandgari script allows to do so. Moreover, according to Sanksrit spelling
rules, the devanagari script is expected to render all phonetic changes, includ-
ing sandhi rules, like losing sonority of the final voiced consonant, etc. There-
fore, before reading, words had to be sundered. The first text to undergo such
a process was Rgveda and one of the first authors of such a textual analysis was
Sakalya. His work Padapatha is an analysis of the Sarihita text in which he not
only separated words, but also isolated components of compounds so char-
acteristic for Sanskrit. Saunaka, the reputed author of a pratisakhya known
as Brhaddevata, distinguishes a sentence (vakya) consisting of words (pada),
which consist of phonemes (varna). Real collections of words, however, were
texts called nighantu, regarded as the first lexicons in the world. Vedic texts
were becoming increasingly archaic. In order to preserve the correct pronun-
ciation of vedic words it was no longer sufficient to make a pada-patha. The
words were listed, collected and grouped according to their form and mean-
ing. The most famous author of a commentary to a nighantu, Yaska, defined
it as follows:

The list [of words] to memorize. This needs elucidation. Such alist is called nighantavab.
Where does it come from? From nigamab [the Vedic words] (Lakshman, 1961).%

YASKA: CLASSIFICATION OF WORDS

It was Yaska, the author of the famous Nirukta, who first divided words into
classes called pada-jata, counterparts of our ‘parts of speech’. The classes are:
name (naman), verb (akhyata), preposition (upasarga) and particle (nipata).
The class of names includes nouns, pronouns (sarvanaman) and adjectives, so
everything inflected for case. One of the most inspiring ideas of Yaska was as-
sociating the definitions of noun (nd@man) and verb (akhyata) with verbal roots
(dbatu) as and bbi respectively. Here are the definitions:

The basis of a verb is ‘becoming’ (bhava), the basis of a noun is ‘being’ (sattva).’

The terms are derivatives of bhit and as, both meaning ‘be’, ‘exist’, the for-
mer denoting ‘being’ more in the sense of ‘becoming’, ‘changing’, whereas
the latter ‘being’ in a more static sense. Consequently, the essence of a verb is
determined by change, movement, action, whereas a noun is considered to be
the motionless, changeless and static element. Yaska was arguably one of the
first thinkers who associated linguistics with ontology.

 Nir 1.1.1: samamnayah samamnatab. sa vyakhyatavyab. tam imam samamndyarm nighantava
ity dcaksate. nighantavah kasmat? nigama ime bbavanti.
> Nir 1.1: bbava-pradhanam akhyatar sattva-pradhanani namani.
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Nearly a millenium later Bhartrhari, the greatest philosopher of the gram-
marian and $abdadvaita school, considered bbava and sattva to be two aspects
of sattd, the Ultimate Reality, the Sabda-brabman. If the Reality is manifested
as a sequence of time (kala), it is referred to as bhdva or kriyd, without the
sequence of time as sattva. The term sattd was by no means a new coinage of
Bhartrhari, his original contribution, however, was distinguishing between saz-
tva and satta.

Subsequent thinkers of advaita school took advantage of the differentia-
tion in their attempt to elucidate the ontological status of empirical reality
(vyavahara). The eternal, changeless, unmoving Ultimate Being ‘s’ (asti),
whereas the ever-changing phenomenal world ‘is being’, as it were, ‘is becom-
ing’. The world cannot be predicated in terms of ‘being’ (sattva), neither can
Brahman be predicated in terms of ‘becoming’ (bhava). The principle of inex-
pressibility of ontological status of the phenomenal world in terms of being
and non-being (sad-asad-anirvacaniyatva) became part of the doctrine of the
bhamati-school of advaitavedanta.

PATANJALTI'S INSTRUCTION IN SABDA: DEFINITION

The initial words of the eminent and vast commentary on Panini’s Aszadhyayi
(Srida, 1891-1898) written by Patadjali are as follows: ‘Here is the instruc-
tion in Sabdd’ (atha Sabdanusasanam). The first definition proposed by Patanjali
refers to the colloquial meaning of the word: ‘So sabda is said to be a sound
(dbvani) which people associate with a meaningful word (pada). [...] Thus
Sabda is a sound (dhvani)’.® The ‘association with a meaningful word’ consists
in the signifying power of the word (artha-sakti) which lies therein. That being
so, whenever the sound gaub is perceived, a cow is visualized. We can easily in-
dicate the referent when we hear gaub (‘cow’) or asva (‘horse’). Some elements
of language, however, fail to ‘signify’ in a similar way: atha, iti, pra, pari, upa,
uta etc. Should they be considered to be ‘words’ ($abda)?

The sound ‘associated with a meaningful word™ (pratita-padarthakab) re-
quires the context of worldly practice (loka-vyavahara) beyond which its mean-
ing cannot be understood. Therefore words like prepositions (upasarga) and
particles (nipata) are also treated as $abda, though in isolation they fail to have
a meaning of their own. Thus the formula: ‘a word (sabda) is a sound (dbvani)
and meaning (artha) — covers all elements of a language.

It is not sufficient for a word to be a sound. The sound must be articulated
(uccarita), pronounced by means of our vocal organ, it must be a language
sound, associated with meaning. Consequently, word (Sabda) must have two

¢ MBh 1, p. 19: athavo pratita-padarthako loke dbvanip Sabda ity ucyate. [...] tasmad dhvanib
Sabdab.
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natures: phonetic, as physically pronounced (uccdrita) by means of speech or-
gans and semantic, as a signifié, being a notion (pratyaya) in the recipient’s
mind. Hence another attempt to define sabda:

What is perceived by hearing, grasped by intelect, elucidated by utterance and posi-
tioned in space (akasa) — is word (Sabda)’ (Transl. P.S.).

Patafjali follows the nydya doctrine in which sound is the only attribute
of space (ambara-guna), a vibration of ether (akasa), perceivable for the sense
organ of hearing (Sruta) consisting of the identical element, according to the
Empedocles’ principle ‘similar by similar’ (8potog 6poiw). One point, how-
ever, remains vague: how is it possible that the vibration of ether is capable to
transfer a notion to the intellect. The nature of sound is identical with ether,
entirely different from the mental nature of intellect. Why is an utterance ac-
cessible to the ear (Srutopalabdhi) capable of conveying mental contents, acces-
sible to the intellect (buddhi-nigrahya)?

Patafijali advocates the view that the meaningful element which he called
sphota is possible to be revealed by phonemes (varnabhivyarngya). Their con-
nection with the meaning is permanent and eternal. To support this thesis
Patafijali quotes the legendary sage Vyadi:

Then is word eternal or is it a result? [...] Words are eternal and in the eternal words

there must be changeless, unmoved, not subject to destructibility and birth phonemes
(Transl. PS.).3

Words being eternal, they precede their users in time. A man seeks for the
right word in himself rather than creates a word he intends to use anew, since
he was born with all necessary vocabulary already present in him. If words were
just human products, argues Patanjali, we would buy them from a grammarian
like jars from a potter.

ARE PHONEMES MEANINGFUL? PATANJALI'S PROS AND CONS

Patanjali seemed to anticipate a subsequent famous polemics between gram-
marians and mimarisd-school. In the opinion of the latter, the meaning lies
in phonemes and nowhere else, whereas grammarians claimed the existence
of a meaningful element called sphota which is above or beyond the physical
sounds. According to them the linguistic unit like ‘word’ (pada) (the view of

7 MBh 1, p. 98: Srotropalabdbir buddhi-nirgrabyab prayogenabbijvalita akasa-desab sabdab.
8 MBh 1, p. 57.96: ki punab nityab sabdab ahosvit karyah? [...] nityas ca sabdab. nityesu ca
Sabdesu kitasthair avicalabbir varnair anapayopajana-vikaribhib.
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Mandana Misra; cf. Sajdek, 2011) or ‘sentence’ (vakya) (the view of Bhartrhari)
is indivisible and understandable only as a whole. Phonemes are artificial prod-
ucts of linguistic analysis of a word (pada), as well as word division is nothing
more than a result of analysis of a sentence. Unlike a foreigner who must divide
an utterance into smaller items in order to grasp the meaning, a native speaker of
a language never analyses an utterance. Each utterance forms an indivisible, self-
-contained whole, so that any analysis of it is only a secondary and auxiliary act.
Patanjali seems to be the first to pose the question: ‘So do the phonemes have
any meaning or are they void of any meaning?’.’ His answer was not straight-
forward. Initially he argues for the meaningfulness of phonemes, providing as
many as four arguments for it. Firstly, there exist one-syllable (one-phoneme)
words in the language: “We believe that phonemes are meaningful seeing that
there are one-syllable verb roots, nominal bases, affixes and particles’."”

The existence of one-phoneme words proves that one phoneme suffices to
convey the meaning. It might be argued, however, that conveying the mean-
ing is not identical with being meaningful. The second argument seems more
convincing and, what makes it still more interesting is its striking similarity to
modern phonology: ‘[Phonemes are meaningful] because a phoneme replaced
by another phoneme changes the meaning [of the word]’."

A substitution of one phoneme for another results in a change of meaning,
like in kipa (well), sipa (soup), yipa (column). This leads us to the conclusion
that ka, sa and ya are semantically dfferent. A contemporary phonologist
would indicate a distinctive feature in each of the phonemes. Patafijali was
not far from the idea of binary phonological description. The third argument:
‘When a phoneme is not perceived, the meaning is not understood’.*?

In the above example the meaning changed when one phoneme was sub-
stituted for another (y for k, s for k ezc.). If the first phoneme were entirely
removed, the remaining #pa would make no sense at all. Thus omitting one
phoneme can deprive a word of its meaning. The noun kandirah means ‘an
archer’, but andirah does not provide us with any knowledge (an-artha-gatib).
Should we draw the conclusion then that all the meaning of kandirab is con-
tained in the first phoneme? The conclusion would be valid if the omitted
phoneme, pronounced in isolation, conveyed the knowledge of an archer, but it
is not so. Besides, the word rksa (‘a bear’) is complete, though one phoneme va
added at the beginning of the word would radically change its meaning (vrksa =
‘tree’). Actually, the problem lies in an aggregate (sarighdta). Each time a dif-
ferent aggregate of phonemes is pronounced. It is aggregates that have their

* MBh 1, p.131: kirin punah ime varnap arthavantab dhosvit anarthakah?

" MBh 1, p.131: dbatu-pratipadika-pratyaya-nipatanam eka-varnanam artha-darsanat
manyamabhe arthavantah varnah iti.

" MBh 1, p.131: varna-vyatyaye ca arthantara-gamandt.

2 MBh 1, p.131: varnanupalabdbau ca anartha-gateh.
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own meanings. Hence the fourth argument: “We believe that phonemes are
meaningful, because the aggregates they belong to are meaningful."?

A meaningful aggregate must consist of meaningful components. Were it
not so, the aggregate itself would not be meaningful. Just like one man can
see with his eyes, so can a group of a hundred men. On the contrary, just like
a blind cannot see anything, so cannot even a hundred blind men. The conclu-
sion is that phonemes must be meaningful, because the aggregate formed by
them is meaningful.

After the above four arguments for meaningfulness of phonemes, Patanjali
begins, like in a European scholastic quaestio, his sed contra argumentation.
Firstly, a nominal base, like r@jan, taking declension endings, undergoes some
phonetic rules, like eliding the final -n before consonantal endings (r@jabbib,
rajabhyah, rajasu). The elision (varnopaya) does not change anything in mean-
ing, which would be the case if the phoneme %’ were meaningful. Secondly,
an exchange of phonemes (varna-vyatyaya) is not tantamount to an exchange
of meanings (artha-vyatyaya), like in sirihab vs. hirisab. Thirdly, if phonemes
were meaningful, we would not be able to grasp the meaning by hearing each
of them apart.

It is true that phonemes are the smallest units differentiating the meaning
but they lack a meaning of their own. According to Prtafijali, the smallest mean-
ingful unit is an aggregate (sarighdta), which should be regarded as an indivisible
entity. Such an aggregate, consisting of phonemes arranged in the definite order,
is called a word (§abda). To be more exact, a word (Sabda) does not ‘consist’ of
anything, even of phonemes which are only a secondary effect of analysis. A word
($abda) can be considered as sound (dhvani) and the meaningful element (sphoza).
Their relation to the word is not equal. Sound (dhvani) is only an attribute of the
word, whereas sphota is its essence, sphota is the word (Sabda) itself.** It can signify
both individual substances (dravya) and universal ideas (akrti)."

Between Patanjali and Bhartrhari there was a gap of about a millenium.
The passage of time is slow in India and ideas have long lives. Bhartrhari was
a natural successor and inheritor of Patafijali and Katyayana.

FROM DESCRIPTIVE GRAMMAR TO MYSTICISM OF LANGUAGE

Bhartrhari drew all possible consequences from Patanjali’s discovery of an indi-
visible aggregate (sarighdta) as the smallest meaningful entity. An aggregate is

8 MBh 1, p.131: sarighatarthattvic ca manyamabe arthavanto varnd iti.

4 MBh 1, p.131: sphotab Sabdab, dbvanib sabda-gunah.

5 MBh 1, p. 56: kirn punar akrtib padarthab abosvid dravyam? ubbayam ity aba. The former
view was associated with the name of Vyadsi, the latter with Vajapyayana. According to Patafjali,
Panini accepted both opinions and so did he.
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the word ($abda) because the correct understanding of its meaning involves the
necessity of hearing the whole of it. For Patafijali such an aggregate was first of
all a word understood as pada which can be the name of an individual substance
or of a universal idea. For Bhartrhari such an indivisible entity (akbanda-paksa)
was the whole sentence (vakya) — ‘one individed word’.' Just like a word
(pada) is not a group of phonemes, so a sentence (vakya) is not a group of
words. Words (pada) are some kind of fiction created as a result of analysing
a sentence. It may happen that the whole utterance contains only one word.
Seeing an animal with horns ezc. one says: ‘Cow!” — but the meaning is that of
a sentence: ‘What I see in front of me is a cow’. Similarly in Patanjali one pho-
neme could be the whole word, but the meaning was associated with the word,
not with the phoneme. Were the division real, there would be no reason for
desisting from further divisions, up to some physically indivisible theoretical
entity like atom. Therefore Bhartrhari says: ‘There are no phonemes in a word
(pada) and there are no components in a phoneme. It is not possible to isolate
ultimately words (pada) from a sentence’."”

The entire sentence is one undivided word (sabda), one sphota. Bhartrhari
referred do a sentence (vakya) as to a self-contained whole. While listening to
the sentence the hearer experiences a sudden enlightment called pratibha as
for the meaning of the whole. Only a user of the language who is not its na-
tive speaker would analyze the sentence, separating words, sundering meanings
from the general meaning ezc. Actually, the relation of a word and its meaning
(vacya-vacaka-bbava) is that of identity. Tha word (Sabda) and the meaning
(artha) share the essence. Only the word is ultimately real, the meaning being
its manifestation (vivarta) engendered by the power of time (kala-sakti). In the
first verse of his Vakyapadiya Bhartrhari declares:

The Brahman who is without beginning or end, whose very essence is the Word, who
is the cause of the manifested phonemes, who appears as the objects, from whom the
creation of the world proceeds [...] (Subramania, 1965).%

The Highest Being is essentially the Word (Sabda-tattva). To say that one
Brahman is cognized as the plurality and manifoldness of the empirical world,
is almost identical with stating that one Word is cognized as multitude of
words in a language. In both cases the reason is superimposition (adhydsa).
The word ‘almost’ indicates the subtle difference between classical advaita of
Sankara or Mandana and sabdddvaita of Bhartrhari. In advaita the phenomenal

1 VP IL.1: eko navayavah sabdab.

7 VP 1.73: pade na varna vidyante varnesv avayavi na ca | vakyat padanam atyantarm
pravibhago na kascana.

8 VP L1: anadi-nidhanam brabma Sabda-tattvarm yad aksaram | vivartate ‘rtha-bbavena
prakriyad jagato yatah.



192 Pawet SAJDEK

world (vyavahara) is ilusory and caused by a cognitive error. In Bhartrhari the
Word has some powers ($akti), especially kala-$akti — time-power, responsible
for the manifestation of the world of plurality. The manifestation is, it might
be said, due to the will of the Eternal Word, so it cannot be treated as thor-
oughly unreal. The world of plurality is, as it were, the simple, undifferenti-
ated, simultaneous $abda manifested through the power of time (kdla-sakti) as
a sequence of things and events. This is the ‘proceeding of the creation of the
world’ (prakriya jagatah) mentioned in VP I.1. The crucial function of time is
that of allowing and prohibiting things to come into being and to last shorter
or longer. This function secures order in the world and protects it from chaos.
Bhartrhari says:

If it does not prevent and if it does not lift the prohibition, there would be confusion
in the state of things, being devoid of sequence (Subramania, 1965)."

Bhartrhari assumed three levels of speech. The audible sound produced with
the organs of speech (vag-indriya) is only an external manifestation (bahya-
-ritpa) called vaikbari. This lowest level of speech is the subject of descriptive
grammar. Before materialization in physical sounds, the speech is born in heart
(hrdaya) as inner speech (abhyantara), having a mental nature. This level is
called madhbyama. The highest level is the hidden speech called pasyanti, the
supreme manifestation of one indivisible Eternal Word, free from any sequence
or division. It is said to be the source of light in which everything is seen,
like eternal, unfading moon — hence the name. Thus grammar returns to its
source — mysticism of language, contemplation of the Highest Word (para
vak),” the Ultimate Being, the source of all creation, the Logos.
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