Part 1
Indian Approaches to Language

Some major concepts of the Word in the Veda.

Here I would like to make a brief overview of the Vedic
concept of the Word with the help of some quotations from
the Rig Veda and Atharvaveda. These conceptions will be
necessary for us to trace their development in the post Vedic
linguistic literature.

So, in the Veda:

1) the Word (uktha-, vacas, Sastra-, stoma-, gir, vak, vani,
brahman, mantra-, naman) is a secret speech, (guhya-,
guha, gudha-, apicya-, praticya-, ninya-),! for it is seen as
the Power of the Divine Consciousness emerging out of
darkness of Inconscient, manifesting itself in the world.

2) The Word itself belongs to the Lord, it is His
Consciousness, and, when uttered by man in form of a hymn
as conscious offering, it is returning to its Master,
Brahmanaspati, for it is the Word of the Lord which is
uttered.?

3) Thus the Word creates the world. It is coming down from
the Lord and it is rising up back to his Master. It is by this
stirring within the creation of a triple being of mind, life and
body, that the Word brings into motion the Divine
Consciousness and creates all the beings in a new fashion
more suitable for the Divine expression.

4) There is always a new word, a new name, which is to be
found and uttered, expressing a new consciousness,
changing the old being. This new word is opposed by those
who carry the word of old.®> The word which was once true is
resisting now the coming of a new. The forces behind it are
the forces of darkness, of the first creation, which want to

! apicyam nama, gidham nama, etc;

2RV 5.12.1

3 The Semitic and the Vedic approaches to the word differ in this particular aspect
that there must be always a new word found for the expression of the growing within
consciousness, whereas in the Biblical sense the Word of God is to be obeyed and
followed, under the fear of punishment and death.



preserve their existence by not accepting the change,
coming with a new expression, a new word. They corrupt the
consciousness of man, the ‘ever-advancing pilgrim’, and
offer him the word of crookedness. The Aryan is looking for
the word of straightness.*

Let us trace back some of the mentioned features of the
Word in the selected texts quoted below from the Rig Veda
and Atharva Veda.

RV 10.71.1

brhaspate prathamam vaco agram yat prairata namadhéyam
dadhanah , ,

yad esam Sréstham yad aripram asit prena tad esam nihitam
guhavih

"O Lord of the Word, that first movement of the Word at the
beginning of creation when they [gods] moved establishing
the Name that must be established, what was the best and
the pure that they discovered by the power of love hidden in
the cave of the heart!”?>

The origin of the Word is hidden deep in the cave of
Subconsient. Sometimes it is in added in the cave of the
heart, hrdi guhayam. The Word is rising from that hidden
place and it creates in us a new perception, a new
consciousness, capable of perceiving the Divine.

This is one origin within the heart, which Sri Aurobindo
comments on as brahman.

But there is also another perception of the Word as
established in the highest heaven, parame vyoman. So let us
examine some of the major Vedic texts.

RV 5.12.6

> ‘Namadheya’, giving name, lit. ‘the name which must be established’, dheya, f.p.p.
of root dha, to establishe, to place, to put, “that Name which will/must be
established”.

There is an interesting note from Padoux: “the outset points to a major role of the
Word (which will be greatly emphasized in Tantrism), that of the placing of names,
namadheya; and giving a name, in mythic thought (not only in India), is giving
being. For the word, the name, as early as the Rig Veda, is the very being of what is
named, it is immortal (amrta; cf. 10.139.6, where immortal [names] of the cows are
the cows themselves).”



RV 1.164.39-47: ,

rcé aksare paramé vioman yasmin deva adhi visve niseduh

yas tan na véda kim rca karisyati ya it tad vidus ta imé sam asate
1.164.39

The hymns are in the highest heaven, where all the gods
abide. The one who does not know that, what will he do with
the hymn? But those who know they are perfectly united.®

gaurir mimaya salilani téksati ékapadi dvipadi sa catuspadi
astapadi navapadi babhivisi sahasraksara paramé vioman
1.164.41

"She has created the streams of luminous waters, the Word,
the Strongest among Lights (gauri).

She has fashioned all the creatures as one, two and four
footed, who have become the eight and nine footed! The
thousand aksharas [of the Word are] in the highest

heaven!”’

tadsyah samudra adhi vi ksaranti téna jivanti pradisas catasrah
tatah ksarati aksaram tad visvam Upa jivati 1.164.42

"It is from her, the All-creating Word, that the waters of the
upper Ocean flow down in all directions. It is by that
[movement] all live in every corner of the world.

It is from that [movement of the Word] that Unchangeable is
changing, (or Being is becoming). It is from that
[movement] that all Universe lives.”

catvari vak parimita padam tan| vidur brahmana yé€ manisinah
guha tr|n| nihita néngayanti turlyam vaco manusya vadanti
1.164.45

® Griffith’s translation: “Upon what syllable of holy praise—song, as twere their
highest heaven, the Gods repose them, — Who knows not this, what will he do with
praise—song? But they who know it well sit here assembled.”

7 ibid: “Forming the water—floods, the buffalo hath lowed, one—footed or two—footed
or four— footed, she, Who hath become eight—footed or hath got nine feet, the
thousand— syllabled in the sublimest heaven.”



"The Word has been measured in four quarters. Those
quarters are known to the knowers of the Word, brahmanah,
who possess also the power of the Mind, manisinah.®

In the hidden place the three are established, which do not
move. And the forth one men speak.”®

krsnam nlyanam harayah suparna ap6 vasana dlvam ut patanti
ta avavrtran sadanad rtasya ad id ghrténa prth|V| vi udyate
1.164.47

"Dark the descent,[and] golden the birds; thus wearing the
robes of the waters they are rising to heaven and again they
return from that Seat of the Truth, and all the earth is
moistened with their golden clarity.” 1°

Who are these golden birds descending into the darkness
and wearing the form of waters (apas)? Why do the fly up to
the sky again and again return to the earth to moisten it
with a clarified butter (ghrta)?

It is on the way up they wear the waters of our offering, and
on the way back they carry the clarified butter to nourish
the growth of Agni, the Iluminous dweller within the
substance. They descend into the darkness as shining birds
from heaven and they ascent carrying our unillumined
substance of consciousness (apas) for transformation up to
heaven.!!

It is interesting to note in this regard another famous hymn

where the symbol of the bird, patanga is mentioned again in

the terms of speech and mind:

RV 10.177 ,

patamgam aktam asurasya mayaya hrda pasyanti manasa vipascitah
samudré antah kavayo vi caksate maricinam padam ichanti vedhasah
10.177.01

8 This will become a reference to the later concept of fourfold Word: vaikhari,

madhyama, pasyanti and para vak.

° Griffith’s translation: “Speech hath been measured out in four divisions, the
Brahmans who have understanding know them. Three kept in close concealment
cause no motion; of speech, men speak only the fourth division”.

19 ibid. “Dark the descent: the birds are golden—coloured; up to the heaven they fly
robed in the waters. Again descend they from the seat of Order, and all the earth is
moistened with their fatness.”

11 Cf. the concept of apas and ambhas, as the lower and upper oceans, respectively
in the AitUp 1.1.2,3



"This Bird the wise see (discover) in their heart by the
Creative Force of Maya of the Asura, by the Thought.

Inside the Ocean the seers distinguish it clearly; those who
are brave are seeking the Seat of Light!”

patamgd vacam manasa bibharti tam gandharvd avadad garbhe
antah ,

tam dyotamanam svariyam manisam rtasya padé kavayo ni panti
10.177.02

"This Bird, the Sun, carries the Word by the Thought. It is
the Word that Gandharva spoke first seated within the
Embryo.

The shining heavenly Word, full of Thought, the seers always
protect in the place of the Truth.”

épaéyam,gopém anipadyamanam a ca para ca pathibhi$ carantam
sa sadhricih sa visicir vdsana a varivarti bhivanesu antah
10.177.03

"I saw him, the Protector of Knowledge, uncreated, moving
on his paths here and beyond. He moves in oneness, and in
maniness; a luminous dweller within rotates within the
worlds. "*?

RV 8.100.10 - , , ,
yad vag vadanti avicetanani rastri devanam nisasada mandra
catasra drjam duduhe payamsi kuva svid asyah paramam jagama
8.100.10

12 Commentary of Sayana on RV10.177 is quite interesting: “The Sun carries the
Word of all living creatures by his own Thought, holds and supports them, when He
takes a form of Antaryamin, sends the Word forward - that is the meaning originated
in heaven, and is full of Thought, which means that it is a Master of Thought, the
Creatrix of Delight, as it were. Such a Word the seers, the knowers of Shastra always
protect and cherish in the Place of Truth, in the place of the Supreme Spirit.”

12 Griffith’s translation.

“And thus sent by the Sun the Word [goes] in the Embryo, inside the body, and the
vital force, called Gandharva, spoke this luminous Word, shining and heavenly, for it
is originated in heaven, and is full of Thought, which means that it is a Master of
Thought, the Creatrix of Delight, as it were. Such a Word the seers, the knowers of
Shastra always protect and cherish in the Place of Truth, in the place of the Supreme
Spirit.”



"When Blissful Speech, speaking her unknown utterances,
Queen of the gods, settled in the manifestation, and was
milked by all the nourishing force of her four regions. Where
did she hide her highest part?”*?

devim vacam ajanayanta devas tam visvartupah pasavo vadanti
sa no mandra isam Grjam duhana dhendr vag asman Upa sustutaitu
8.100.11

"The Goddess Speech was brought to birth by the gods. It is
with her word that all the creatures speak here. It is she
who is milked with the blissful draught full of power. This
nourishing Cow, the Word, should come to us, perfectly
affirmed by us!”

sakhe visno vitaram vi kramasva diyaur dehi lokam vajraya viskabhe
hanava vrtram rinacava sindhin indrasya yantu prasavé visrstah
8.100.12%

"O Friend Vishnu, step into the open with your wide strides;
O Heaven, give space for the lightning to leap out!

May we two strike the all-obstructing Vritra, may we two
free the rivers! May the rivers flow free, in the pressing of
Indra.”

Atharva Veda in the very first hymn starts with invocation to
the Lord of the Word, Vacaspati, in the most mysterious way
invoking him to manifest all the forms by the power of the
Word:

ye trisaptah pariyanti visva rapani bibhratah/

13 Again the reference to the four parts of the Word: para, padyanti, madhyama,
vaikhari. The rishi asks where is hidden her transcendental part: para vak.

14 Griffith’s translation:

“When, uttering words which no one comprehends, Vak, Queen of Gods, the
Gladdener, was seated, The heaven's four regions drew forth drink and vigour: now
whither hath her noblest portion vanished?”10

“The Deities generated Vak the Goddess, and animals of every figure speak her. May
she, the Gladdener, yielding food and vigour, the Milch—cow Vak, approach us
meetly lauded.” 11

“Step forth with wider stride, my comrade Visnu; make room, Dyaus, for the leaping
of the lightning. Let us slay Vrtra, let us free the rivers let them flow loosed at the
command of Indra.” 12



vacaspatir bala tesam tanvo adya dadhatu me/ 1

"Those three times seven, which are all over, carrying all the
forms [of manifestation]; may the Lord of the Word now
establish their powers and beings within me!”

punar ehi vacaspate devena manasa saha/
Vasospate ni ramaya mayyevastu mayi Srutam/ 2

"Come again, O Lord of the Word, together with the divine
Mind! O Lord of the luminous dweller within the substance,
enjoy being within me! May that which was heard (revealed)
by me stay within me!”

ihaiva abhi vi tanu ubhe artni iva jyaya/
vacaspatir ni yacchatu mayyevastu mayi Srutam/ 3

"Here indeed spread both the ends, as if of a bow when the
string is released.
O Lord of the Word, expand in me totally, may the revealed
be always in me!”

upahudto vacaspatir upasman vacaspatir hvayatam/
sam Srutena gamemahi ma Srutena vi radhisi/ 4

“"Called upon by us is the Lord of the Word! May the Lord of
the Word call upon us! May we become one with that what
was revealed in us, may I never part from it!”

There are few fundamental conceptions here which have to
be pointed out. First the Lord of the Word is to establish all
the varieties of his manifestation in the consciousness of
man, “the three times seven, which carry all the forms [in
manifestation]”. Second vacaspati, the Lord of the Word, is
identified with the vasospati, the Lord of the luminous
dweller within the substance, which is a constant epithet of
Agni, for he is the luminous dweller in the darkness of the
subconscient material substance. He is also an auspicious
guest of men, atithih Sivo nah, a luminous dweller within
man and his guide. ' So the Lord of the Word is to come
with the divine Mind, devena manasa. It is through the

15See RV 5.1-12



relation of these two that the liberation of the soul can be
achieved. “"To turn thought and word - writes Sri Aurobindo,
- into form and expression of the superconscient Truth which
is hidden beyond the division and duality of the mental and
physical existence was the central idea of the Vedic
discipline and the foundation of its mysteries.”®

Sri Aurobindo commenting on the legend of Angirasa Rishis
explains this profound imagery of the three times seven in
the Veda:

“They conceived in mind the first name of the fostering
cows, they found the thrice seven supreme (seats) of the
Mother; the females of the herd knew that and they followed
after it; the ruddy one was manifested by the victorious
attainment (or, the splendour) of the cow of Light, ”

te manvata prathamam nama dhenos trih sapta matuh
paramani vindan/
taj janatir abhyanidsata vra avirbhuvad arunir yasasa goh.

The Mother here is Aditi, the infinite consciousness, who is
the Dhenu or fostering Cow with the seven rivers for her
sevenfold streaming as well as Go the Cow of Light with the
Dawns for her children; the Ruddy One is the divine Dawn
and the herd or rays are her dawning illuminations. The first
name of the Mother with her thrice seven supreme seats,
that which the dawns or mental illuminations know and move
towards, must be the name or deity of the supreme Deva,
who is infinite being and infinite consciousness and infinite
bliss, and the seats are the three divine worlds, called
earlier in the hymn the three supreme births of Agni, Satya,
Tapas and Jana of the Puranas, which correspond to these
three infinities of the Deva and each fulfils in its own way
the sevenfold principle of our existence: thus we get the
series of thrice seven seats of Aditi manifested in all her
glory by the opening out of the Dawn of Truth.”!

16 The Secret of the Veda, p. 433
17 The Secret of the Veda, p. 205



The Vedic Concept of the Word in the light of Sri Aurobindo.

Before we come to the post Vedic literature I would like to
dwell on a few observations made by Sri Aurobindo, since we
would need his help in understanding the psychological
symbolism of the Veda.

“In the system of the Mystics”, - writes Sri Aurobindo, -
“which has partially survived in the schools of Indian Yoga,
the Word is a power, the Word creates. For all creation is
expression, everything exists already in the secret abode of
the Infinite, guha hitam, and has only to be brought out
here in apparent form by the active consciousness.

Certain schools of Vedic thought even suppose the worlds to
have been created by the goddess Word and sound as first
etheric vibration to have preceded formation. In the Veda
itself there are passages which treat the poetic measures of
the sacred mantras, anustubh, tristubh, jagati, gayatri, - as
symbolic of the rhythms in which the universal movement of
things is cast.

By expression then we create and men are even said to
create the gods in themselves by the mantra. Again, that
which we have created in our consciousness by the Word, we
can fix there by the Word to become part of ourselves and
effective not only in our inner life but upon the outer
physical world.

By expression we form, by affirmation we establish. As a
power of expression the word is termed gih or vacas; as a
power of affirmation, stoma. In either aspect it is named
manma or mantra, expression of thought in mind, and
brahman, expression of the heart or the soul,—for this
seems to have been the earlier sense of the word brahman,
afterwards applied to the Supreme Soul or wuniversal
Being.”!®

“Brahman in the Veda signifies ordinarily the Vedic Word or
mantra in its profoundest aspect as the expression of the
intuition arising out of the depths of the soul or being. It is
a voice of the rhythm which has created the worlds and

18 The Secret of the Veda, p. 270
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creates perpetually. All world is expression or manifestation,
creation by the Word.

Conscious Being luminously manifesting its contents in itself,
of itself, tmana, is the superconscient; holding its contents
obscurely in itself it is the subconscient.

The higher, the self-luminous descends into the obscure,
into the night, into darkness concealed in darkness, tamas
tamasa gudham, where all is hidden in formless being owing
to fragmentation of consciousness, tucchyenabhv- apihitam.
It arises again out of the Night by the Word to reconstitute
in the conscient its vast unity, tan mahinajayataikam. This
vast Being, this all-containing and all-formulating
consciousness is Brahman. It is the Soul that emerges out of
the subconscient in Man and rises towards the
superconscient. And the word of creative Power welling
upward out of the soul is also brahman.

The Divine, the Deva, manifests itself as conscious Power of
the soul, creates the worlds by the Word out of the waters of
the subconscient, apraketam salilam sarvam,— the
inconscient ocean that was this all, as it is plainly termed in
the great Hymn of Creation. This power of the Deva is
Brahma, the stress in the name falling more upon the
conscious soul-power than upon the Word which expresses
it. The manifestation of the different world-planes in the
conscient human being culminates in the manifestation of
the superconscient, the Truth and the Bliss, and this is the
office of the supreme Word or Veda. Of this supreme word
Brihaspati is the master, the stress in this name falling upon
the potency of the Word rather than upon the thought of the
general soul-power which is behind it. Brihaspati gives the
Word of knowledge, the rhythm of expression of the
superconscient, to the gods and especially to Indra, the lord
of Mind, when they work in man as “Aryan” powers for the
great consummation.”°

The Vedic concept of the Word as an expression and
affirmation of consciousness, hidden but seeking its
expression is profound and unique. It introduces powerfully
in a deeply psychological manner the creative aspect of the
Word, which was somehow lost in the later treatises on
Linguistics, focusing more on the communicative and
sometimes on its cognitive aspects.

9 The Secret of the Veda, p. 318
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Sri Aurobindo defines the hierarchy of four levels of Speech:
physical, vital, mental and supramental, which in Indian
grammatical tradition resemble and can be identified with
vaikhari, madhyama, pasyanti and para vak.

“Let us suppose a conscious use of the vibrations of sound
which will produce corresponding forms or changes of form.

Let us realise then that a vibration of sound on the
material plane presupposes a corresponding vibration on the
vital without which it could not have come into play; that,
again, presupposes a corresponding originative vibration on
the mental; the mental presupposes a corresponding
originative vibration on the supramental at the very root of
things. But a mental vibration implies thought and
perception and a supramental vibration implies a supreme
vision and discernment. All vibrations of sound on that
higher plane is, then, instinct with and expressive of this
supreme discernment of a truth in things and is at the same
time creative, instinct with a supreme power which casts into
forms the truth discerned and eventually, descending from
plane to plane, reproduces it in the physical form or object
created in Matter by etheric sound. Thus we see that the
theory of creation by the Word which is the absolute
expression of the Truth, and the theory of the material
creation by sound-vibration in the ether correspond and are
two logical poles of the same idea. They both belong to the
same ancient Vedic system.”%

Here I shall introduce a scheme, which will help us to
imagine of how different levels of the Word relate to each
other and to the objective reality (Sanskrit terms are from
Bhartrihari and Abhinavagupta):

I overmental para vac

11 mental / \\ pasSyanti vac
7 vital U madhyama vac
1V physical vaikhari vac

20 The Upanishads, p.126
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So the Creative power of the World, Cit-Shakti or Cit-Tapas,
introduces the two aspects of Knowledge and Power, Name
and Form, (nama-rupa), into manifestation, and by their
interaction creates all the varieties of things:

SHAKTI CIT

RUPA NAMA
MANAS VAK
CAKSHUS SHROTRAM

DRISHTI SHRUTI

SEMANTIC
I overmental \ < / para

I1 mental pasSyanti
Form-images Form-sounds
111 vital madhyama

IV material OBJECTS - l \WORDS vaikhari

There are two, which seem to be different, realities
interconnected into one complex objective-subjective reality
of the consciousness in its double status of cognition (the
perceptive reality or sense) and that of power (the objective
reality or the object of sense).

On the highest level of consciousness, where the power and
knowledge are one, there is no difference between the
objective and subjective realities. The idea-force, the idea-
vibration is one for the word and the object. The semantic of
both is one and the same. So the semantic of the objective
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thing “book” and of the objective word “a book” must be the
same.

It is on the level of formations (mental and vital planes),
that we see the expressed and expressive elements (vacya
and vacaka) split into their different shapes: the form of the
object and the form of the word. Being still similar in their
semantic they differ in their shapes: an idea-form, as a
thought-sound (a word), is not the same as a thought-image
(a form).

The circle in the centre is a symbol of formation and
formulation, which includes all possible interactions: (1) the
oneness of meaning; (2) the difference in form (cp.: nama
and rdpa), and (3) on the material plane the word and the
object are absolutely separate things. This scheme is meant
to help us to approach the subject. It is only a scheme, and
should be understood only as such.

The hearing and sight, Srotram and caksus, together with
the speech and mind, vac and manas, were considered by
Upanishads as four pillars on which brahma-catuspad, “the
Spirit on four legs”, stands firmly in the world (ChUp, BrhUp)
as prana, Life energy. It is with a help of these nama and
rupa, Name and Form, that Brahman, the Creator, could
enter into his <creation according to the Shatapatha
Brahmana. In the Vedas these nama and ridpa are presented
as Sruti and drsti, (cp.: cit-tapas, Consciousness-Power, in
the Puranas).

This interrelation between the Name and the Form, the
Sense and the object of sense, Sri Aurobindo explains in
defining the essential sense Samjnana:

“Everything begins with vibration or movement, the original
ksobha or disturbance. If there is no movement of the
conscious being, it can only know its own pure static
existence. Without vibration or movement of being in
consciousness there can be no act of knowledge and
therefore sense; without vibration or movement of being in
force there can be no object of sense. Movement of
conscious being as knowledge becoming sensible of itself as
movement of force, in other words the knowledge separating
itself from its own working to watch that and take it into
itself again by feeling, - this is the basis of universal
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Sanjnana. This is true both of our internal and external
operations.”?!

Sri Aurobindo writes about Mantra: “A supreme, an absolute
of itself, a reaching to an infinite and utmost, a last point of
perfection of its own possibilities is that to which all action
of Nature intuitively tends in its unconscious formations and
when it has arrived to that point it has justified its existence
to the spirit which has created it and fulfilled the secret
creative will within it. Speech, the expressive Word, has
such a summit or absolute, a perfection which is the touch of
the infinite upon its finite possibilities and seal upon it of its
Creator. ... the Mantra is the word that carries the godhead
in it or the power of the godhead, can bring it into the
consciousness and fix there it and its workings, awaken
there the thrill of the infinite, the force of something
absolute, perpetuate the miracle of the supreme utterance.
This highest power of speech and especially of poetic speech
is what we have to make here the object of our scrutiny,
discover, ..."%?

Sri Aurobindo in his “Savitri”, in “The Book of Birth and
Quest”, Canto Three "“The Call to the Quest” depicts an
experience of the transcendental Speech.

“This word was seed of all the thing to be.

A hand from some Greatness opened her heart’s locked doors
And showed the work for which her strength was born.
As when the mantra sinks in Yoga’'s ear,

Its message enters stirring the blind brain

And keeps in the dim ignorant cells its sound;

The hearer understands a form of words

And, musing on the index thought it holds,

He strives to read it with the labouring mind,

But finds bright hints, not the embodied truth:

Then, falling silent in himself to know

He meets the deeper listening of his soul:

The Word repeats itself in rhythmic strains:

Thought, vision, feeling, sense, the body’s self

21 The Upanishads, p.196
22 5ri Aurobindo, Archives and Research, April 1979, v.3, No 1, p.19
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Are seized unalterably and he endures

An ecstasy and an immortal change;

He feels the Wideness and becomes a Power,

All knowledge rushes on him like a sea:
Transmuted by the white spiritual ray

He walks in naked heavens of joy and calm,

Sees the God-face and hears transcendent speech:
An equal greatness in her life was sown.” %

On the Vedic Usage of the Word.

Sri Aurobindo writes in the Secret of the Veda about the
hymns and there utility:

“The hymns possess indeed a finished metrical form, a
constant subtlety and skill in their technique, great
variations of style and poetical personality; they are not the
work of rude, barbarous and primitive craftsmen, but the
living breath of a supreme and conscious Art forming its
creations in the puissant but well-governed movement of a
self-observing inspiration. Still, all these high gifts have
deliberately been exercised within one unvarying framework
and always with the same materials. For the art of
expression was to the Rishis only a means, not an aim; their
principal preoccupation was strenuously practical, almost
utilitarian, in the highest sense of utility. The hymn was to
the Rishi who composed it a means of spiritual progress for
himself and for others. It rose out of his soul, it became a
power of his mind, it was the vehicle of his self-expression
in some important or even critical moment of his life's inner
history. It helped him to express the god in him, to destroy
the devourer, the expresser of evil; it became a weapon in
the hands of the Aryan striver after perfection, it flashed
forth like Indra's lightning against the Coverer on the slopes,
the Wolf on the path, the Robber by the streams.” %*

Let us have a look how these hymns were used for the
“spiritual progress” by post Vedic tradition.

23 Savitri, p. 375
24 The Secret of the Veda, p.11
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Vedic Self-learning svadhyaya or jAidna-yajha as a means of
growth of consciousness.

PN = s~ =

sarvam karmakhilam partha jiane parisamapyate
api ced asi papebhyah sarvebhyah papakrttamah
sarvam jAana-plavenaiva vrjinam santarisyasi
yathaidhansi samiddho ‘gnir bhasmasat kurute ‘rjuna
jfianagnih sarva-karmani bhasmasat kurute tatha 2°

"The sacrifice by knowledge is greater than by any material
means,

O Arjuna. For all actions end in knowledge-experience!

Even if you are the most sinful in the world,

By the boat of knowledge you can overcome the misfortune
of sin.

Like a flaming fire burns to ashes all the fuel,

the fire of knowledge burns to ashes all the actions!”

This Sacrifice by Knowledge, jAana-yajAa, which Sri Krishna
speaks so highly about, he calls also svadhyaya-:
svadhyaya-jAana-yajAias ca.?®

Let us examine the term svadhyaya- and how it was used in
the Vedic and Vedantic tradition. Svadhyaya- literally means
self-learning or reading for oneself: svadhyaya-. It is a kind
of recitation which one does for oneself as a means of
spiritual quest, searching after the spiritual knowledge-
realisation. It was of a sacrificial and meditative nature,
different from the pada-patha- and krama-patha- recitations
which were meant to preserve the Vedic text as such. In
order to understand how svadhyaya works we should take a
brief look into the general idea of Vedic sacrifice, its concept
and functions.

So, from the time of late Brahmanas and Aranyakas (1000
B.C.) the reflection of the mind on the ancient Mysteries was
already taking place. Though Brahmanas and Aranyakas were
meant to explain the Samhitas in terms of ritual, their
authors were fully aware of the true value of the knowledge
embodied in the primary text. Thus at the end of nearly

25 BhG 4, 33-37
26 BhG 4.28
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every passage they uttered the formula: ya evam veda, " the
one who knows thus”..., he verily gets the fruit of the
sacrifice etc. It was no longer pure ritual that was absolutely
important for the performance of the sacrifice, but the text
as such (vac) and the understanding of its significance
(artha-). This was probably a step away from the pure
ritualism, if such stage at all occurred, towards the symbolic
ritualism from the time as early as the Taittiriya Samhita can
be dated. This symbolic ritualism was developed even farther
in the Aranyakas and Upanishads. It has become a pure
symbolism, still using its formula, ya evam veda, indicating
that the reading and understanding of it were considered to
be equal to the performance of the sacrifice.

Later on, and especially in the medieval period of Indian
history, reading a text even without understanding, was
considered to be sufficient and as such was supposed to
bring a sacrificial gift. This gradation from the so called pure
ritualism via symbolism to the textual ritualism covers all
possible approaches to the text in general.

Let us now have a look into the general structure and
principles of the Vedic ritual. The Aitareya Brahmana?’
depicts the structure of the Vedic ritual, agni-hotra, as
consisting of three priests: hotar, adhvaryu and udgatar,
reciting texts from Rik, Yajur and Sama Vedas,
corresponding to the three regions: earth, air, and heaven,
respectively. The fourth priest is brahman, who is silent
during the performance, observing all the actions as well as
listening to all the words uttered by the other three priests.
His function is to be a witness of all that is happening and in
case of any imperfection in action or in speech he has to
correct it in his mind (prayascitta-).

When the performance of the sacrifice is over, and the
daksina-, the money and wealth is distributed among the
priests, half of it is given to the three priests:

hotar, adhvaryu and udgatar, and the other half to brahman
alone. So the one who does practically nothing - says AitBr
in dispute - gets the same dakshina as the other three who
recited and performed all the sacrifice. Why is it so?

The text then explains that the first three priests represent
Vac, Speech, belonging to the Earth, (of which, according to

27 AitBr 25.7
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other Vedic texts, Agni is the essence (cp: ChUp etc.), while
brahman represents Manas, Mind, belonging to the Heaven,
of which Surya is the essence. And by this Speech and Mind,
earth and heaven, they create the space in between: Prana,
Life-Energy, belonging to Antariksha, the middle world, of
which Vayu is the essence. Therefore, says the text, this
Vayu Pavamana is the Yajna.®®

This general scheme of the ritual is very important for us if
we want to better understand its symbolism. Agni, the lower
pole, and Surya, the upper pole, create the energetic field in
between which is Vayu, or the Yajna.

The same ritualistic structure is also maintained in
Svadhyaya, where the reader of the text, which he knows
perfectly by heart, utters it, so to say, in mechanical way,
while the other his part: manas, mind, is observing the flow
of the words and thus, being detached from the active
formulation of the text, becomes simply a witness of the text
- like the brahman priest. When these conditions of the
sacrificial act are maintained then reader himself becomes
an altar, or to be more precise, his life-energy Prana. In this
way he unites and becomes one with all the levels: heaven
(mind), earth (word) and space in-between (breath).

In Taittiriya Aranyaka Rishi exclaims:

apam apam apah sarvah asmad asmad ito ‘mutah
agnir vayus ca sliryas ca saha saficaskara-rddhiya

“I have gathered all nourishing powers of Consciousness,
from here, from there and from beyond; Agni and Vayu and
Surya! I have combined for the Growth!” #°

This union of all the levels of existence from below and from
above is the key to the concept of sacrifice. It is to be done
for the Universal and the Individual Growth, the condition of
which is a simultaneous and united existence with Agni,
Vayu and Surya.

tasmat svadhyayo ‘dhyetavyo yam kratum adhite
tena tenasyestam bhavaty agner vayor adityasya sayujyam
gacchati

28 AjtBr 25, 8-9
2 TaitAr 1.1.1,2
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“Therefore Svadhyaya should be learned, for whatever he
reads about any action, by that (reading) he fulfills the
desired, (and) moves towards union with Agni, Vayu and
Aditya.”3°

Svadhyaya is called in the texts brahma-yajna. It s
distinguished from other kinds of sacrifice. The text says
that there are five great sacrifices - to gods, to ancestors, to
spirits, to men and to Brahman.3! And it continues - “when
one puts into the fire only fuel, it is already a deva-yajna;
when one offers to the ancestors only water, exclaiming
Svadha, it is already a pitr-yajia; when one makes even a
little offering from his food to the spirits, then it is already a
bhitayajfha; when one gives food to brahmanas, then it is
already a manusya-yajfia; but when one reads for oneself
even one verse from Rigveda, Yajurveda or Samaveda, then
the brahma-yajfia is performed.”>?

Svadhyaya is depicted in the myth of TaitAr as a sacrificial
act done by Rishis, who by desiring yajAa - received it from
Brahma Svayambhu. And by performing it they made gods
again sinless (apahata-papmanah), who thus went back to
heaven (svargam lokam a&ayan) and the Rishis themselves
joined the abode of Brahman (brahmapah sayujyam rsayo
'‘gacchan).*

In order to explain better why the Svadhyaya has such
power, the TaitAr quotes the texts from Rig Veda:

30 There is an interesting comment of Sayana to these verses:

trividho hi yagah kayiko vaciko manasasceti, tatradhyetur vacikasya nispattau
nastyeva vivadah, yady adhyetartham api  janati tadadhyayanakale
tadanusamdhanan manaso ‘pi nispadyate, kayikas cennasti mastu nama.., yasya
tvadhikara kayikam apyasau karotv-itarasya tu vacikenaiva tatphalam labhyate,
tasmad ayam adhyetagnyadinam sayujyam gacchati/

“The Sacrifice is of three kinds: by bodily action, by word and by mind. There is no
discussion how it is done by the word, (for it is understood). But when the reader
knows also the meaning (of the words) then in the moment of reading them, the
mental kind of sacrifice is following automatically, and even if there is not bodily
action occurring in the performance, it does not matter at all, ... only the one, who
by prescription was to perform the bodily part of the sacrifice should do it, otherwise
any other one gains the same fruit of the sacrifice by reciting the text of it. Thus the
reader moves towards the union with Agni, Vayu and Aditya.”

31 pafica va ete mahayajfiah deva-yajfiah pitr-yajfiah bhita-yajfio manusya-yajfio
brahma-yajfa iti

32 TaitAr 2.10

3 TaitAr 2.9
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rco aksare parame vyoman yasmin deva adhi visve nisedur
yas tan na veda kim rca karisyati ya it tad vidus ta ime
samasata iti

“The sacred verses are in the highest heaven, where all gods
abide.

He, who does not know that, what is he going to do with that
sacred Speech? Those, indeed, who know that, they are
perfectly united!”3*

Later the text says: yavatir vai devatah tah sarva vedavidi
brahmane vasanti, "“All gods as they are, live in the
brahman, who knows Vedas!”**. Sayana comments that they
live in man, brahman, because of him reciting and
understanding the Vedic mantras, (pathato'rthatasca). And
since the mantras exist in the Speech of the reader and in
the Mind of the knower, (mantrah sarve ‘dhyetur vaci veditur
manasi ca vartante), all gods therefore also live in him,
procreated, or more precisely, given a life-space by those
mantras (ekaikasmin mantra ekaiko devah pratipadyate).

Here we find, I think, the final explanation of the svadhyaya
or jhAana-yajha, it is to give a space in ones own
consciousness for the forces, which have to come through
the process of sounding the text connected with them, and
by observing its meaning silently, giving it a possibility to be
fully expressed, in terms of experience.

It is quite interesting to note that the Mother suggested a
similar method for reading Sri Aurobindo’s Savitri. It is to be
very still and peaceful and to let the text sink down into the
depth of consciousness. The text itself has a transformative
power and will build in time a proper understanding of itself
in our consciousness.

34 TaitAr 2.11
35 TaitAr 2.15.1
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The Post Vedic Thought.

Now we will have to review what has happened in the post
Vedic period in regard to the concept of the Word, how it has
changed in comparison to the Vedic view and why. This
period is marked by the fundamental question of relation of
the word to its meaning: the studies of semantic, since it got
separated from it by the mental structure of grammatical
categories, and the word got a tendency to harden into its
precise and rigid form, representing a particular formation of
the mind, a concept.

Semantic levels of the Word and the functions of language.

Modern Theoretical Linguistics recognizes three levels of
meaning in any word or text: Semantic, Syntactic and
Pragmatic; and these three Ilevels also constitute the
branches of a new science called Semiotics. By defining a
hierarchy of meaning, Semiotics also determines the
functions of language in general.

The pragmatic level of meaning goes beyond the text itself,
aiming at life and its objective context, of which the text is
only an indicator. It reflects the most external function of
the Word>® and indicates its communicative aspect.

The syntactic level introduces a meaning of the text itself,
its between-words semantic, and thus reflects the structural
or grammatical function of each word and the text in general
- a cognitive aspect of language.®’

The semantic level of the word is oriented to its origin, an
etymon, a simple root-sound, representing its creative
potential. However, the creative function of the etymon has
not yet been recognized by modern science, which sees the
creativity of a word as lying mainly in its communicative
function. The semantic itself is not seen in the system of
original etymological meanings but as a relation of the signs
with the things they denote.

In Vedic times (2000 BC) the creative aspect of speech was
seen to be of major importance, so that the study of

36 By ‘Word’ we mean a creative and self-cognitive faculty of Consciousness, different
from its other faculties: Mind, Vision and Hearing.
37 Concept of ‘sign’ of Saussure, or ‘trace-structure’ of Derrida.
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language was based entirely on this knowledge-experience
and was therefore devoted mainly to this direction of
thought3s.

But in time this experience was lost and the memory of this
knowledge no longer appeared satisfying to the intellect,
which is always seeking a new and authentic experience. So
from the time of Yaska and Panini (6th century BC) onwards,
a growing interest was taken in the cognitive and
communicative aspects of language, which had not been
studied earlier. This was a flourishing time in grammatical
thought and the philosophy of language, when great
treatises on Etymology and Grammar such as the Nirukta of
Yaska (6th c. BC), Ashtadhyayi of Panini (5th c. BC), the
Vartikas of Katyayana (4th c. BC), Mahabhashya of Patanjali
(2nd c. BC), and Bhartrihari’s Vakyapadiya (1st c. AD) were
composed.

Here we would like to note briefly some of the important
views on the Semantic issues dealt with and expressed in
these treatises, because of their closeness to the Vedic
period and the transition they represent from the old to the
new paradigm of the Word.

Yaska’s discussion of the meaning of a word in relation to
objective reality: 3°

The arguments of a critic are given as follows:

1) every being should be called by the same name when
performing the same action, so if asva-, “horse”, means
“running”, than everyone who is running should be called
asva-;

2) every object should be called by as many names as
actions are performed by it; for the designation of an object
is anyhow not clear when it is determined only by its action,
for it can perform any action, and exists in itself before and
after the action;*

3% Cp. RV 10.125

39 Nirukta 1,12-14: yah ka$s ca tat karma kuryat sarvam tat sattvam tatha acaksiran
/ yah kas$ ca adhvanam asnuvita, asvah sa vacaniyah syat/ atha api cet
sarvanyakhyatajani namani syuh / ...

40 Actually these arguments show that the understanding of the word was not
‘logocentric’ in India, for the difference between the signified and signifier was clearly
perceived.
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Yaska answers:

1) not everyone gets the same name by performing the same
action, not everyone who cuts wood is called taksan-, “a
carpenter”, but only one who does it often and regularly;

2) though one is involved in many different activities, one
gets his name from a particular action only. There are even
many things which get their names from their subsequent
actions. *

What we see here is that a critic by his arguments is trying
to identify the image created by a word as it functions in
linguistic reality with the image of an object as it functions
in objective reality. He wants to establish a true
correspondence between these two levels of reality, one of
which lies beyond time and space %%, in the subjective
realms, and the other - in the objective time and space. The
critic seems to understand the problem very well when he
says that an object cannot be defined by a word, for it exists
before and after the action that the word indicates.*

But we may say that the word persists in its own reality
beyond the reality of time and space. Since we live, act, see,
understand the world using our linguistic reality, the name
once given to the object, whether it was relevant or seemed
to be relevant for a particular speaker, could remain for
some time, even if it had very little to do with any action of
the object. The reason why this or that name was given to
the object was not in order to satisfy an objective reality but
rather a subjective one; it was named by a speaker imposing
his wish, opinion, knowledge, will on the object. Once the
name has been used, it would persist in memory until a new
name effaces or changes it.

Yaska only emphasizes the difference between these two
realities, as well as pointing to the corrupted and

*l Nirukta 1.14. The relativity of application of name to the objective reality is clearly
stated here.

42 1 think, that linguistic reality, the reality of structural semantic as well as of the
‘signified’, can be said to lie beyond the objective time and space; “signified” is
beyond actual time, 'it is never there’ by Derrida’s definition, and the “signifier is
always in time and space, but it is never that’. For it evidently belongs to a different
order of time and space than physical reality, though still it belongs simultaneously
to the realm of ‘manifestation’, and exists in a subtle space and time.

43 The phenomenological treatment, see also Nietzsche’s levels of metaphors.
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conventional character of the word, without answering the
critic’'s argument about the approximate character of
definition itself. It is interesting to see these two views
representing the transition from the Vedic understanding of
the Word, based on transparent etymology,* which was now
already becoming obscure and non-functional in the
consciousness of a speaker, to the beginning of a new
reasoning approach. The critic’s arguments sound childish to
the reason, because they are still focusing on the inner
source of words, while the reason focuses on observing their
outer applications.

Answering the question of how an object could be called by a
certain name, when it is performing a different action than
that indicated by the name, Durga, commenting on the
Nirukta, says: "“Sabda-niyamah svabhavata eva loke”, “in
spoken language [in the world], the law of using the word
follows its [the word’s] own nature”. According to him, this
svabhava- is an inherent characteristic of the word as a
sound-meaningful entity. It has its own existence and can
therefore be applied to any object at will by a speaker, thus
creating a new contextual meaning, for the word in its
semantic aspect continues to carry its own significance.

The word “carpenter” then, in the pragmatic sense, means a
distinctive skill and style of living in a society. So when a
speaker wants to denote this complex of knowledge-ability-
life-style-activity by one word, he says: a carpenter. But in
the linguistic reality this word does not refer to any
particular carpenter, or a real person;* it evokes only an
idea of someone who cuts wood for his living (pragmatic
sense); at the same time it includes the formal semantic of
the grammatical usage of the word (syntactic sense) - that
is, how the word is used in relation to other words in
grammatical structures;* and above all it has its own hidden
source of meaning - an etymon in the system of seed-
sounds. ¥’

44 When the etymology of the word is transparent then the other meaning is known:
the meaning-sound, the meaning-power. Therefore in the old times the names were
kept secretly, for they were a key to the essence of the being. Cf.: Kena Up., etc.

4> Cp. with ‘a signified’, a concept;

46 Cp. with Chomsky’s generative grammar.

47 About which nobody speaks in the West, taking mistakenly the structural
semantic, ‘sign’ or ‘trace’, for the meaning itself.
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When Durga says that word lives and acts in the world
according to its own nature, he implies that any word not
only reflects an image of objective reality but also
introduces and implements an image of its own. For the
hidden system of etymons (Semantics) and the relation of
the word with other possible words in the system of
language (Syntactics) influences the general contextual
meaning on the pragmatic level.

Therefore even on the purely communicational level the word
acts as a meaningful entity, influencing and creating the
society of man, which is nothing but a product of this
communication.*®

"He spoke in sentences from the unseen Heights.
A casual passing phrase can change our life.

For the hidden prompters of our speech sometimes
Can use the formulas of a moment’s mood

To weigh unconscious lips with words of Fate.”*

Patanjali and the Syntactic aspect of the word.

Patanjali in his Mahabhashya, the commentary on Panini’s
Ashtadhyayi, says that in order to know the meaning of a
word one has to go not to the learned linguist, but to the
market place, for the meaning of the word in its natural
usage differs from the linguistic one. The life which the word
as a ‘signifier’ has in the world is different from the
conceptual or ‘signified’ part of it. This was a new approach
to the human tongue in comparison to the Vedic theories of
the origins of speech. Patanjali points out to a different
value of speech, which had not been focused on before: a
communicative aspect and the life of a ‘signifier’ in relation
to the ‘signified’.

Here I would like to quote one example, where Patanjali is
discussing the topic of the simplest meaningful units, which

“8 This much is obvious even to modern science, but not connected with the etymon
level.
49 savitri, p. 373



26

is similar to the modern understanding of linguistics in
regard to phoneme:>°

There are three words kupa-, a well, sipa-, a soup, yupa-,
a sacrificial post, which differ in their first phonemes;
therefore, concludes Patanjali, the k-, s-, y- are meaningful
units, for these words are distinguished by their initial
phonemes. But at the same time the meaning cannot be
learned from these in isolation : k-, s-, y-; while the part -
Upa- is also meaningless alone. Thus Patanjali admits that
phonemes have a differentiating significance within the units
which bear the meaning.®® Such a unit he considers to be
sanghata-, a single entity which is ‘indivisible and one’, it
can be a word or a text. Patanjali here compares it to a
chariot, as a single entity which consists of many parts that
are incapable of moving, while the chariot as a whole is an
entity which can move.>? The sound of the word or a text is
simultaneous in the mind of the speaker but it has to be
pronounced in time and space and therefore it creates an
illusion of the significance of the components.>?

There are few remarks which I would like to make to clarify
the shift from the Vedic intuitive approach to the mental and
analyzing approach to the word.

Patanjali tries to discover the semantics of the word in a
purely syntactic way, breaking up the semantic entity of the
etymon into a formal, structural succession of sounds,
presuming that they should be meaningful as such. This
approach does not help us much, although it brings some
clarity about how the etymon is to be approached - as a
syllable only. If we examine carefully the nature of the
sounds in speech, we will see that k- is not a sound, but
only an articulating device, which can be meaningful only
when a vowel sound is there, forming it into a syllable®*. Of
course it reflects the significance of its place of articulation,
but in itself it has no sound, and cannot be pronounced. So

0 Mbh, V 1, pp 31-32: anarthakds tu varnah/ .. na hi prativarnam arha
upalabhyante/ “the phonemes are meaningless ... it is not from the phonemes that
the meaning is gathered....”

>l Saussure’s fundamental discovery.

52 It is a clear example of introduction of semantic into syntactic use: Sphota.

>3 Patanjali on the rule of Panini 1.4.109, p.356.

> Not all human languages function syllabically, or even vocally. Isolated and
Hieroglyphic types are based on vision rather than sound. Languages of the
numbers, geometrical figures or colors are of the sight origin.
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kd is to be compared, which differs from st and yu not only
in form, but also in sense, at the primal layer of meaning.
Thus a prototypal and original root kG has many parallels in
other Indo-European languages: Engl., "cave” see also Lat.;
Russ., “ko-p-aty” to dig; Engl. “cup”, etc. Sd, is “to press
out a juice”, so sd-pa- is a “soup” in English, “sup” in
Russian, etc., also soma-, the “"ambrosia”, and sd-nu-, the
“son"”, as a carrier of the essence. The root yi thus gives us
different meanings: to unite and to divide, in other words to
hold the two in one. From this root we have many
derivatives: yuj, to unite, to bind, to fix, to use etc., yuga-,
“pair”; cp: Engl. “yoke"”; yoga-, “union”; yiupa, " sacrificial
post”, where the sacrificial animal is to be tied up.

The “single entity” of which Patanjali speaks should belong
to the origins of the word, to its inherent and hidden
semantic, - an etymon, and not to its conventional
significance, supported by the mind examining the syntactic
structure of the word.

But what is interesting that Patanjali for the first time
proposes three different approaches in the studies of
speech-utterance:

1), meaningful word;

2) dhvani, an uttered sound;

3) sphotasabdah, an impression of the sound in the mind.

So the meaningful word, arthasampratyayakah Sabdah, is
perceived through the articulate sound, dhvani, by the
listener as sphotasabdah.

This was the beginning of the Sphota theory.>

Bhartrihari and the Theory of Sphota

Developing the thought of Patanjali, Bhartrihari goes farther
and makes an overall survey of what is “single entity” and
how it works on all levels of speech. For Bhartrihari a
sentence and not a separate word is a single undivided
speech-unit. The whole world as it is has a Meaning which
can be grasped only as an indivisible unity. This meaning is
inherent in the consciousness of man from his very birth,

>3 This view of Patanjali most probably belongs to the linguistic tradition about which
we don’t have any earlier evidences. Panini though mentions in his Astadhyayi the
name of Sphotayana among ancient grammarians, which may be the reference to
this particular theory.
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with which he later finds its partial correspondence in his
language®® and reproduces it through articulation, and that is
Sphota.

Sphota, literally means “sudden opening”, “disclosure”, it is
taking place in both speaker and hearer, through the process
of articulation in both. The sound of the speech (dhvani)
simply evokes the Sphota in the hearer, as varna-sphota,
pada-sphota and vakya-sphota, the phoneme/morpheme-
articulation-cognition, the word-articulation-cognition and
the text-articulation-cognition, respectively. The
differentiation between sound and articulation is one of the
fundamental features of the theory of Sphota. Sphota is not
a sound we hear but the sound we articulate.® According to
Bhartrihari Sphota operates within universal sounds whereas
dhvani within a particular sound. The opposition between
sphota and dhvani is also presented as the opposition of
class to individual. In modern terms Sphota can be
understood as having constant distinctive phonetic features,
whereas dhavi is of a phonic nature. Sphota is that which is
to be manifested (vyangya-), and the dhvani is manifesting
(vyafijaka-). Sphota is not uttered but it is perceived by the
hearer.

To make the distinction clearer Bhartrihari introduces two
types of dhvani: prakrta-dhvani, natural sound, and vaikrta-
dhvani, uttered out or distorted sound; where sphota is
revealed through the former one only. The secondary vaikrta
sounds are only to indicate the primary ones, and thus to
kindle up the Sphota, which with a help of pratibha, the flash
of insight, reveals the meaning of the text.

On semantic level, as it was developed by Ilatter
grammarians, Sphota makes the text correspond with a
universal Text-Totality, Sabda-brahman, and therefore the
text can be easily understood as such. And once the inner
perception (pratibha) of the hearer flashes out, reflecting
something from that totality, the Sphota, the revelation of
the meaning of the text, takes place in his consciousness.

¢ Therefore a foreign language can be studied, for any language is only a particular
access to the Reality, which is wider than any language.
>’ It is Saussure’s definition of ‘signifier’.
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So, the Sphota can be seen as a communication-device
based on a recognition of the truth of existence through a
word/text in the hearer-speaker, (satta). It therefore is of a
psychological nature, as any human speech is, for the
recognition of the meaning of the text is perceived by a
consciousness which lies beyond the analytic capacity of the
external mind, and carries in itself all meanings; and as
such, its proper understanding requires a psychological
experience.

Even today this theory is widely recognised among modern
linguists as the most complete investigation into the
profundities of language, making a considerable contribution
to the Philosophy of Language, the Psychology of Speech,
and especially Semiotics.

General overview of all major theories of Sphota:

The general overview of the concepts and different
approaches to Sphota must be made here in order to show
the richness and the precision of the topics being discussed
among ancient and medieval grammarians in India. There
are eight major approaches to the theory of Sphota:

1) varna-sphota

2) pada-sphota

3) vakya-sphota

4) akhanda-pada-sphota

5) akhanda-vakya-sphota

6) varna-jati-sphota

7) pada-jati-sphota

8) vakya-jati-sphota

Here we will briefly outline some of their central concepts
and issues, especially related to the studies of meaning:

1) Varna sphota is defined as denotative, vacaka, when a
single phoneme or a stem or affix is found to be so, and
therefore the varna-sphota is taking place. This theory
utilizes the analysis from "“bottom-to-top’, which is mainly
found in grammatical treatises such as Panini’s descriptive
grammar.

Varna sphota has its difficulties in the immediate application
to the analysis of the word, especially when the synthetic
forms of the word are examined such as ghatena, ‘with the
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pot’, for it cannot clearly define them into separate and
meaningful units. °8

2) Pada sphota maintains that the finished word as a unique
entity conveys the meaning, and the division into the
morphological components into suffixes, stems etc. does not
occur when the speaker or the listener understands the
speech. This theory claims that the text can be described by
listening to the words and their meaning, as well as by
perceiving the relation between them in a syntactic structure
of the sentence. It is by listening to the meaning of every
word and linking it with another word that the meaning of
the sentence can be understood. But since the meaning of
the sentence is the final meaning which is to be understood
then the pada-sphota theory is found insufficient in the
description of perception of meaning and leads to the next
level of synthesis: vakyasphota.

3) Vakya-sphota maintains that the sentence is a unique
entity which conveys the meaning. The sentence in itself is
a unit of meaning. Vakya sphota however does not claim that
the constituents of the sentence do not have meaning. The
main point of this theory is that the word should be always
seen and understood in a context. The words have their
meaning only when they form a part of sentence.

4) Akhanda-pada-sphota maintains that the word is perceived
as undivided single meaning bearing unit. It is not perceived
by its parts: suffixes, stems etc., but as a single and
undivided meaningful entity.

5) Akhanda-vakya-sphota says that it is insufficient to
perceive the separate word, for in ordinary communications
the sentence as the whole is perceived as meaningful and
not a separate word. Bhartrihari thinks that such division of
the sentence into words and stems etc., does not exist in the

8 Where the stem ends and suffix begins in this word? Is it ena, or ina, or na? And
still it is none of them. So what is then this na- or ina-? It is a clear example of how
the grammatical analysis is incapable to find out the meaning of grammatical units.
It breaks down the oneness of the system of etymons into bits and pieces,
demanding from every bit to be meaningful in itself without referring to its system of
meaning.
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ordinary perception of speech. In common use of speech the
meaning is taken as a whole, including the context. It is only
when the utterance is made that the speaker can dwell on it
and analyze it in parts as words, stems etc., but not when
he is speaking. And if he is able to grasp the parts of
speech, such as syllables, he will loose the meaning of it all.
According to this theory the varna and pada sphota describe
language in its functions, but not in its use.

6) Vyakti sphota and Jati sphota

To answer the question whether Sphota is particular or
universal there are two theories the Vyakti-sphota-vada and
Jati sphota-vada.

The Jati sphota-vada maintains that non-difference in the
varied individual elements is generic, while vyakti-sphota-
vada says that difference is associative. For the Jati sphota-
vada the meaning-bearing word is the class (as for instance:
‘gotva’, ‘cowness’) which is revealed by the individual
instances (vyaktis). The individuals are not meaning
bearers.>

There was one more distinction important to mention here,
which formulated the two different approaches to the
understanding of Sphota: the abhihitanvayavada and
anvitabhidhanavada theories.

The abhihitanvayavada theory maintains that the words and
grammatical units have their own meaning and by joining
together through their syntactic relation build up the
meaning of the sentence.

The anvitabhidhanavada theory on the contrary affirms that
the meaning of the word can be understood only in the
context of the sentence.

All these theories of Sphota with many other variations and
commentaries make a rich layout for the linguistic studies of
meaning in the terms of structural semantics, and together
represent a holistic view in defining all possible approaches
to meaning within the grammatical structures (morphology
and syntax).

% Against this Nagesa says that individual member is the meaning conveyor which is
revealed by the individual sounds associated with diverse features.
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The Four levels of Speech in Tantra.

Kashmirian Saiva tradition is utilising the Sphota theory, and
is trying to recapture the awareness of the Vedic Word,
known in Tantra as Para Vak, which is seen as a part of the
Supreme Consciousness, Cit. The studies of Linguistics was
considered to be a path to liberation of Consciousness.®
Abhinavagupta following Bhartrihari and his own Tantric
tradition defines the four levels of speech in his Tantraloka
in this way:®!

“"When she (para vak) is differentiating then she is known in
three terms as padyanti, madhyama, and vaikhari.” %

According to Abhinavagupta the differentiation on the
phonemes, words and sentences is inherent in the pasyanti
vak.53

This definition is quite interesting for us, for we may find it
fully corresponding with our scheme of the sign made earlier
(see the chart of the sign).

Ramakantha gives us a very valuable orientation
commenting on Spandakarikah

Vaikharika nama kriya jAianamayi bhavati madhyama vak/
Iccha punah pasyanti siksma sarvasam samarasa vrttih//®

“The speech is indeed an action, the mediating part of the
Word is made of knowledge, the will is its visionary part,
which is subtle and is common essence in all [of them].”

0 Similarly it was seen by Bhartrihari and other grammarians as a path to the
liberation of Consciousness. In this regard it is interesting to mention the statements
by Wilhelm Humbold he made at the beginning of the 19" century, after discovering
Sanskrit language, where he invites the scholars to see the studies of language as a
way to increase mental capacities of men.

®1 TA 3.236, Bhartrihari speaks only about the three levels: padyanti, madhyama and
vaikhari; but of course he speaks about Sabda-bhrahman, VP 1.1.

®2 TA 3,236, and comm. vol. 2, pp 225-226

6 We will come back to this important point later when we will be discussing the
connection of artha and vak, for it is precisely because of this that the sound, vaikrta
dhvani, maintains its meaningful expression.

4 SpK 4.18 (pp.149-151)

5 It resembles the semantic levels in semiotics: pragmatics is vaikhari kriya,
syntactics is madhyama jfiana, semantics is pasyanti iccha.
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Para Vak

Abhinavagupta describes the para vak as the transcendental
Word, beyond creation, the very essence of the Supreme
reality, ever-present and pervading all.®® It is thus identical
with pure consciousness, Cit, which is the ultimate reality. It
is conceived of as a luminous vibration (sphuratta) of pure
consciousness itself, carrying within itself the whole cosmic
manifestation, which is shining within it without any
differentiation.®’

He also says that para vak “is indeed present on all the
levels of pasyanti and others, for without her, darkness and
unconsciousness, would prevail”®®: padyantyadi dasasv api
vastuto vyavasthita taya vina pasyantyadisu
aprakasatapattya jadataprasangat/

“Everything, stones, trees, birds, human beings, gods,
demons and so on, is but the venerable Supreme [Word]
present in and consisting of everything, in the form of (that
is, identical with) the supreme Lord.”®°

ata eva sarve pasana-taru-tiryan-manusya-deva-rudra-
kevali-mantra tadisatan mahesadika ekaiva parabhattarika-
bhimih sarva-sarvatmanaiva paramesvara-rapenaste.

This statement that Consciousness is pervading all the levels
of creation and is an expression of all them is fundamental
for Indian approach to language. And if this higher
Consciousness would not be present within the creation, all
would fall back into Inconscient. This view is clearly Vedic.
The creation was conceived, according to the Veda, in two
stages. First, out of himself the Supreme created all the
worlds and then he entered them, atmanatmanam
abhisamvives$a.’® So if he would withdraw his Consciousness,
the luminous Word, the creation would again fall into the
darkness.

® PTV, p.13 satatodita, ‘ever-active’, ‘eternally present’,
7 Cp. to Atharva Veda 1.1.1-4.

%8 pTV, p.5

® pPTV, p. 188

7% TaiAr, 23., Tait Up 2.6 etc. etc.
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Andre Padoux comments on the nature of the Supreme Word
in his book Vac:

“"Thus we see the role played by the supreme level of the
Word in this conception of the supreme consciousness. The
letter is pure light, but in it the cosmos exists archetypically
and undifferentiatedly prior to all manifestation: this results
from its twin aspect of prakasa and of vimarsa (or
pratyavamarsa), that is, from its being both consciousness
or light, and Word or, to say it differently, both pure,
luminous (prakasa), changeless consciousness and
consciousness holding the paradigm of the cosmos in this
Word which, as it were, whispers it to and within
consciousness, and therefore makes it reflectively and
introspectively aware - or brings about a representation
(pratyavamarsa) of the cosmos.””?

Pasyanti Vak
Abhinavagupta writes in his Tantraloka 3.236:

pasyanti hi kriya tasya bhagau pirvaparau sthitau/
etad drastavyam ity etad vimarsah pdrvato bhavet /

“Of that [para vak] the Seeing is indeed the active part. For
She (para vak) has two parts: the first (its inner part) and
the next (its outer part of manifestation).

‘This should be seen!’” - thus the vimarsa [power of para
vak] reveals itself from its origin [in the form of paSyanti
vak].””?

So, the vimarsa part of para vak becomes an active part or
pasyantt vak on the next level of manifestation. It is
conceived as the first moment of wanting to know. It is of
non-dualistic nature, where the division on subject and
object is not yet been made:

/Y Andre Padoux, Vac, p. 177-178.

72 Cp. “"The Supreme”,- says the Mother, - ‘“decided to exteriorise himself,
objectivise himself, in order to have the joy of knowing himself in detail,... to be able
to see Himself.—- says the Mother. Questions and Answers, 16 October 1957, CWM,
Vol.9, p.205-206
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na hi prathamajnanakale bhedo ‘trasphurat
yatra vacyavacakavisesayor abhedah /

‘In this first moment of cognition there is no separation yet.
There is no distinction between the signified and the
signifier.’ 73

So pasyantl vak can be described as a transition from the
stage of a total undifferentiation to the stage of
differentiation; the supreme-nonsupreme state of the Word,
parapara, which connects pure subjectivity with objectivety:
ahanta with idanta (‘I-ness’ with 'This-ness’). These two
coexist in her with predominance of the subjective aspect of
‘I-ness’, ahanta, which already on the madhyama level will
change and both with be equalized, as it were.

Now, what is a cause of pasyanti? How is it invoked, set into
motion? The explanation given by Abhinavagupta is quite
interesting:

tatas tu pasyanti yad yad abhipsitam tat tad eva samucita-
karana-niyama-prabodhitam bodha-sttrana-matrena
vimrati/”*

‘Whatever is thus aspired or wished for is indeed awakened
by the necessity of a certain action, and it is by only
following that awareness that PasSyanti gets the perception of
it [and is set into motion].’

Abhinavagupta compares it to a psychological process of
memorizing (smrti), by which certain events recall certain
images which appear in the consciousness, as if they were
caused by this will to know or the will to remember
something which was as if forgotten.”> Here we can clearly
see that the agent provoking the pasyanti vak is within man,
it is his own aspiration towards knowing or perceiving,
abhipsitam.

3 PTV pp 4-5

’* ibid

7> This will to know, to remember, to recollect, is in some sense similar to the
Nietzsche’s idea of the will to know, will to power.
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The power of will, iccha Sakti, which is the very
characteristic of the pasSyanti is carrying within herself the
power of cognition, jhana Sakti, and the power of action,
kriya.’® In fact the will to be aware, bubhutsa, in its nature
is awareness itself, bodhasvabhava, says Abhinavagupta.’’

It is interesting to mention here how the hierarchy of
pasyantl vak is being defined. According to Abhinavagupta,
there is always a greater will (mahapasyanti) and the
smaller ones (pasyantis). For instance:

‘I go to the village’, - says Abhinavagupta, - ‘and it is my
main will, mahapasyanti, but ‘I am leaving my house’ - is a
smaller paSyanti. Similarly one should see the plane of
Sadasiva as a great mahapasyanti in comparison to which all
other wills of individuals, being subjects to Maya, are
smaller pasdyantis.””® Moreover all the greater mahapasyantis
can finally be seen as those included into the supreme para-
mahapasyanti, which is para vak herself.

Madhyama Vak

Madhyama, literary means ‘mediating’, which mediates
between the undifferentiated and the differentiated levels of
the word. It is still a projection of the para vak together with
pasyanti, only on this level the language finally appears as
the division on phonemes, words and sentences. If on the
level of pasyanti it was still involved, enclosed, as it were,
samvartita-, then on the level of madhyama it is unfolded
into the mental distinct categories of language: grammar. It
is on this level only that the distinction between vacya- and
vacaka-, the signified and the signifier, takes place. Now
when these two are combined as the substance of sound,
being a material of language, the expressive and creative
element, vacaka, and the creation, that which is to be
expressed by it, the vacya, they together represent the
power of the goddess called parapara, Supreme-
Nonesupreme, which is the essence of Madhyama Vak.

¢ IPVV, 1.5.13: yad iccha-3aktir jiana-kriyasaktyor anugrahika

7 1bid, bubhutsa api bodhasvabhavaiva

78 IPVV 1.5.13: ‘evam gramam gacchamiti mahapadyanti, grhdn nihsaramiti
pasyantim apeksya tavat yavat sadasiveSvaradasa mahapasyantl...’
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These two elements are aiming at two different things, one
aiming at objective content, idanta, and the other oriented
towards subjective expression of it ahanta, and thus they
create the whole physical universe, visva. The objective
universe is born within and by the Word. On the individual
level it is cognized as awareness in speech and language, as
well as differentiation of Sabda and artha, word and
meaning. It is the level of Saussurean ‘sign’ and
grammatical structure, which, according to him, is a proper
subject of linguistics. The place of madhyama, according to
Abhinavagupta, is intellect, buddhi, where the element of
impersonality  still dominates the particularities  of
manifestation. It has a character of cognition: jiana-shakti-
ripa,’® and it utilizes the Parapara Shakti, which dwells on
the distinction of the subjective and objective content, of the
infinite and the finite, of the transcendental and the non-
transcendental. The objectivity is growing within the subject,
as it were, and the subjectivity is still dominant.

Now when it comes to the level of vaikhari, the division on
the vacya and vacaka elements becomes fixed by the
cognitive aspect of madhyama, where they are still
superimposed on each other, therefore children, says
Abhinavagupta, can learn language connected with objective
reality.

Artha

para

\ Vak
m paSyanti

Form-images Form-sounds

madhyama

OB S l \ WORDS vaikhart

Vaikhari Vak

72 IPVV 1.5.13
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Vaikhari is a manifestation of speech in time and space with
all the distinct features of language: phonemes, words and
sentences. According to Abhinavagupta, the vaikhart is only
a completion of the process of para vak, which started with
pasyanti led through the formulation of the elements in the
madhyama and manifested in vaikhari. The Para Vak s
present throughout the process of manifestation and always
there before and after its manifestation. The Word is not
only manifested in terms of the speech-production but also
in terms of the objective reality.

Such is, in brief, a grand vision of the Word in Kashmirian
Shaivism.

A Conclusion

The development of concept of the Word took several
paradigm-shifts in the history of Indian thought starting
from the Veda and ending with Tantra and Sri Aurobindo. It
is only with Sri Aurobindo that the relevance of the Vedic
and Tantric studies could take a positive direction for a
modern research in the field of Linguistics. In his Philological
Interpretation of the Veda and The Origins of Aryan Speech
he makes a proposition to build a solid ground for the
development of a true science of language.

The theory of transparent etymology which is emerging out
of his proposition could be considered as the first step
towards a new science of language, but in order to do it
successfully it is necessary to change our view on language,
from its present mental orientation to an inner, or rather a
global one. This new view is based on another perception of
meaning as derived not from the conventional usage of the
word/text, but from its own depth, the system of etymons,
seed-sounds. This could perhaps make our use of speech
more conscious and more creative.

Such a change of consciousness involves other changes in
the mind and senses, in order to be in tune with both the
outer applications of the word and its inner domains, its true
original meaning, which has a much greater creative power
than is usually recognised.
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The misinterpretation and misconception of etymology as a
science today is based on a lack of systematic knowledge in
this field, for it was built up only in the period of rational
thinking, presuming that the meaning and the form of any
particular etymon can exist independently from the rest of
the system, like any separate word. Modern Linguists
understands an etymon only as a parent of a word, which in
time becomes detached from its source and lives its
independent life, ignoring its origins as something already
insignificant. The system of the primal roots is not
considered as a meaningful whole, and the original roots are
never examined systematically.

Sri  Aurobindo’s approach differs from these mental
assumptions. It is seeking to discover and to differentiate
the significance of the primary roots, not independently but
on the basis of their position in the system, in terms of
regular patterns of change in Phonetics, Morphology, Syntax,
and Semantics. This kind of study can be undertaken only
with a language which has preserved its own original system
of etymons, and has a transparent derivative system of
Grammar. And that is Sanskrit. No other language today can
provide a sufficient field for such an investigation.



