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The Theory of the Sphota

Akane Saito

1 Introduction: Five Views on the Sphota

This contribution traces the history of the concept of sphota, which I will
leave untranslated. Oversimplifying, this Sanskrit word serves the purpose of
describing the minimal and meaningful unit of speech.

When we study the history of the arguments concerning sentence meaning or
word meaning in Indian philosophy, we necessarily need to account for the theory
of the sphota. This theory was propounded by the Grammarians (Vaiyakaranas)
and taken up for discussion over and over again by several authors. Throughout
its long history, dominated by the fifth-century philosopher and Grammarian
Bhartrhari, the concept of sphota differs in each system and period. Beginning
from the ancient times when the Grammarians first referred to it. | differentiate
the following five variants:

I.  The concept of sphota as inseparably connected to heard or uttered
sound, held by Pataiijali (second century BCE) and elaborated by
Bhartrhari.

2. The view of sphota as a baseless postulation for the understanding of the
meaning, in contrast with the theory of the phoneme (varna). This view
was held by various anti-sphota philosophers, such as Kumarila Bhatta
and Dharmakirti. |

3. Atheory held by Mandana Misra (eighth century CE), who following
Bhartrhari developed this theory to explain how one perceives a word-
form.

4. A theory that equates sphota with the highest reality of both speech and
the universe, held by Saiva scholars in medieval Kashmir,
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5. Atheory held by premodern Grammarians that focuses on “meaning-
bearingness” (arthapratydyakatva) and is ultimately connected with the
Vedantic concept of the “Undivided absolute” (brahman).

The basic understanding of the sphota is that it is the nature of the word or speech
(Sabdasvaripa), whose distinguishing character is emphatically considered its
indivisibility. A reason for changes in the theory is the aspect or level of speech
authors have focused on. A collateral effect of the views on the sphota is the
understanding of what exactly are sound and phonemes. In this chapter I shall
briefly illustrate how each of the five different theories of sphota is discussed,
followed, or rejected.

2 Patafijali’s Ideas on Sabda and Sound

In the earliest occurrences of the sphota in the Grammarians’ texts, the terms
Sabda (“word” or “linguistic unit”) and sphota share overlapping semantic
fields. The key to understanding this complexity is the ongoing discussion on
the principle of the fixed relation between a word and its referent, which has
been conflated with the discussion on sphota by later philosophers and by the
Grammarians, First of all, let us differentiate these two concepts of sabda and
sphota.

2.1 What Is Sabda?

The grammatical rules in Panini’s 4s¢adhyayishow us his strict formulation of the
relation between the word and its referent. In his commentary to the Astadhyayr.
the Mahabhasya, Patafijali discusses the philosophical issues of language
using the Grammarians’ analytic approach. For example, in the Asradhyayi,
1.2.45-46 the nominal stem (pratipadika) is defined as the meaningful unit
of language: “A nominal stem is a meaningful element (arthavat), that which
is neither a verbal root, nor an affix; nor anything ending in any affix other
than a primary (k1) or a secondary (faddhita) suffix, or which is a compound
word (samasa).”" In Patafijali’s commentary on this passage, there is a famous
discussion concerning the meaning of a nominal stem to which neither an affix
nor a case ending has been added. Against an opponent who claims that a
nominal stem, for example, /vrksa-/, cannot be meaningful without an affix,
Patafijali explains that since a Sabda /vrksah/—which is the combination of



78 Akane Saito

the §abda /vrksa-/ and the sabda /s/ (the ending of the nominative singular,
changed into /h/ by euphonic rules)—has the referent “tree” and the singular
number, and since a Sabda /vrksau/ has the referent “tree” and the dual number,
the nominal stem, namely the sabda /vrksa-/, must have the referent “tree,” a
neutral meaning without any qualification.?

Here, both the nominal stem and the affix are called Sabda. Not only a word
or sentence but also any kind of linguistic element, whether it is an affix, a case
ending, or a stem, is in the domain of sabda. Therefore, Sabda means a linguistic
unit which has a particular referent.

2.2 Are Phonemes Meaningful?

There is a discussion of whether phonemes are meaningful or not by
Katyayana in his Varttika on the fifth Mahesvarasiitra.’ First, it is said that
phonemes are meaningful, but immediately after it is also stated that they are
meaningless. In the first alternative, phonemes are regarded as meaningful,
but only when a verbal root, a nominal stem, an affix, or a particle consists
in a single phoneme. In other words, phonemes are meaningless except for in
these special cases. In general, for Pataiijali, phonemes are just constituents
of a word or a sentence.

Getting back to the discussion in 1.2.45, Patafijali claims that the entire
word has one meaning or purpose, even though its components have no such
meaning or purpose, just as a chariot possesses the capacity to move but its
disassembled parts lack it (Mahabhasya, on 1.2.45, p. 220,22-24).* Phonemes
are the essential parts (anga) of the whole word or sentence, but when we
observe a word focusing on what denotes the meaning, we cannot start from the
component phonemes. Therefore, Patafijali concludes that phonemes cannot be
meaningful.

In the opening section of the Mahabhasya. Patafijali discusses the exact
definition of Sabda, concluding that, in the case of the word “cow,” “Sabda
is that which, when uttered, gives rise to the cognition of those entities which
have a dewlap, a tail, a hump, hooves, and horns [i.e., cows].””* This definition
of §abda has been taken up by Mandana and later Grammarians as the starting
point of their discussion of sphota. It is therefore easy to trace their sphofa
theories back to the whole argument on the meaningful unit, namely sabda, in
the Mahabhasya, but we have to keep in mind that Patafijali does not use the
term sphota anywhere in this specific discussion.® He does use this term, but
always in relation to sound.
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2.3 Sphota in Relation to Sound

In the introductory part of the Mahabhasya, Sabda is alternatively defined by
Patafijali as ““the word,” which makes the meaning understood, and as “physical
sound.™ The two aspects of being a word and a sound are not fully separable,
since every word has its sound aspect. How does Patafijali argue this issue?
In the Mahabhdsya on the Astadhyayt, 1.1.70, he divides §abda into sphota
and sound (dhvani-), using the example of a drummer. When he strikes his
kettledrum, some sounds reach far away, and some do not; but there is a sphota
that has always the same extent. Thus §abda is a complex entity constituted of
sounds, which are the external phenomenon, and of sphota, the core of §abda to
which the sound aspect is subservient.®

But what is this unchangeable entity, which has sound as its property? It is the
nature of the word, or in other words, the word’s phonetic form (Sabdasvaripa),
that is common to different individual variations of one word. The word agni,
for instance, can be pronounced by different agents or in different ways, but it
has its own essential form which is the basis of all the variations. The word-
or sound-form is its most essential “object” (vacya). Each word possesses this
unchangeable phonetic form as its core, and how it is heard is affected by the
modalities of sound. And according to Pataiijali, every word or even mere sound
has sphota at the core of its existence.

3 Bhartrhari on the Sphota

The investigation of the word’s phonetic form is found in the Vakyapadiva of
Bhartrhari, one of the greatest Grammarians and philosopher, who had a huge
influence on the later history of Indian philosophy. Bhartrhari refined the few
remarks on sphota left by Patafijali into an elaborate philosophical theory. His
sphota has three characteristics:

1. Phonemes (varna), sounds (dhvani), and bodily resonance (nada) are
differentiated.

2. Sphota is the indivisible sound-form manifested in both the utterance

and the hearing perception of a word, which are both discussed by

Bhartrhari.

Various views on sound, the nature of sphota, and the relation between

them, are discussed by Bhartrhari as alternatives.

:uJ
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3.1 Utterance and Hearing of Sound

In Bhartrhari’s argument, sphota is necessarily related to sound, which is
transmitted through the ether from the speech organ to the auditory faculty,
and he explains the transmission of sound using the words dhvani and nada,
both of which mean “sound” but conceivably have slightly different nuances.
In the auto-commentary on the Vakyapadiya, 1.47, on the one hand, it is told
that there are subtle particles of sound (dhvani) that spread in space and are the
fundamental cause of the manifestation of sphora. These imperceptible particles
are accumulated by the speech organ before the utterance and are transformed
into gross sound (ndda).” In the course of the manifestation of sphota, there
is the process of pronunciation in which the speech organ accumulates subtle
external sounds and transforms them into the perceptible entities. Notably, it
is just because of the sequentiality of the bodily resonances that we have the
impression that the sphota is sequential.

In the Vakyapadiya, 1.76, on the other hand, Bhartrhari mentions the
subclassification of dhvani on the basis of how we grasp them. Here dhvani
is audible sound from the hearer’s viewpoint, and it is divided into primary
sound (prakrtadhvani) and secondary sound (vaikrtadhvani), both of which are
distinct from any imperceptible entity.'” The primary sound is the cause of the
manifestation of sphota, and it creates the specific form of a word delimited by
time and size. Although we have the feeling that the time required to pronounce a
monosyllabic word such as “cow™ is shorter than that required for a polysyllabic
one like “Isidore,” such a difference in size is not due the word’s inner form,
and is rather caused by the primary sound. The secondary sound, by contrast,
causes other inessential conditions such as intonation, pitch, accent, or tempo.
[n this way, in the course of the manifestation of sphora, there is the process
of hearing or cognition in which the sounds are limited by various imposed
factors.!" Furthermore, Bhartrhari’s explanation on pronunciation and hearing
suggests that sphota is not a “word™ grounded in semantics. but rather a sound-
based form, which is not necessarily meaningful.

3.2 How the Sphota Is Manifested

The indivisibility of sphota is systematized by Bhartrhari. The gist of his
argument is that even though sounds are sequential, the sphota manifested by
them is without any sequence or parts. Here Bhartrhari provided the most famous
discussion on sphota, describing how a unitary idea can manifest from sequential
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sounds. He explains this as a non-analyzable (anupakhyeya) cognition, which
gradually becomes clearer and clearer (Vakyapadiya, 1.82-84). The non-
analyzable cognition is at first a vague image of the word. When the hearer
perceives the series of physical sounds uttered by the speaker, at the moment of
the initial sound the cognition is ambiguous, because it could become any kind of
series of sound beginning with this first one. At that moment, such an initial sound
Just vaguely manifests the unitary word. Subsequently, each following sound
leaves a seed in the hearer’s mind, which assists the perception of the immediately
next sound and thus makes the initially vague image clearer and clearer. As this
process is reiterated, the pronunciation of the final sound produces the cognition
of the word-form in its full clarity. In this way, the sphota is gradually made
clearer by each sound’s instigation, until it is completely manifested.

Here Bhartrhari does not discuss how the hearer understands the meaning of
a particular word. The process of manifestation of the sphota explains how we
perceive an entire word- or sound-form through the sequential process. If we
only focused on this sequential process, we would easily conclude that a word
is divisible into smaller components such as phonemes. In hearing, however, a
word remains a word, and a sentence a sentence: the sequential perception does
not affect the unitary nature. Bhartrhari concedes that upon hearing a word, one
inevitably feels like perceiving components such as phonemes. However, just
as when we approach an object from a distant place and we gradually cognize
it for what it really is, a hearer realizes in the end that a word or a sentence is
intrinsically unitary (Vakyapadiya, 1.89-91).13

3.3 Views on Sphota and Sound

Though in Bhartrhari’s main argument the sphota is the phonetic form of
the word, revealed by individual sounds, he also offers other possibilities of
interpretation. In the Vakyapadiya, 1.104, a proponent claims that sounds (Sabda)
play the role of producing an additional and superficial resonance (nada), which
arises always together with the body of sound, namely. the sphora.™ The relation
between sound, superficial resonance, and body of sound is compared to that
connecting a lamp (i.e., sound), a light (i.e., the resonance), and a fiery substance
(i.e., the sphota). Sphota is considered to be the material cause (upadana) of
the resonance. Vrsabhadeva, a commentator on the Vakyapadiya, interprets this
passage that the word sphota is a sharp sound at the first moment of articulation,
while nada means resonance coming after the initial sound. In this case, sphota
is not a conceptual thing but audible sound.
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In the Vakyapadiva, the sphota is still open for much discussion. In the above
context, Bhartrhari mentions that there are the holders of transient sphota.” The
sphota proponents generally rest on the premise that the sphota is fixed and
permanent (nitya), and there is no theory found on the basis of its impermanence
in the later period. But we can see that it was not the case in the fifth century. Also
in the Vakyapadiva, 193, the view taking sphota as the class (jéri) of the individual
words is referred to as one of the alternative views.'® In the presentation of these
different ideas, the concepts of sphota and dhvani are sometimes not fully distinct,
and there is some inaccuracy in the usage of nada and dhvani.

3.4 Bhartrhari’s Word’s Generic Form and Class

In Bhartrhari’s discussion on the generic form of words (Sabdakrti), we find
another explanation of the word’s essential form (Sabdasvariipa). The generic
form of a word is common to every variation of the word in pronunciation.'” It
is not the actualized or superficial form of the word, but rather it is that which
is perceived as its true nature, though concealed by sounds. Such a conceptual
form arises gradually in the mind in the process of perceiving the word." This
description of the generic form is strikingly similar to that of the sphota.

The class of a word (§abdajati) is mentioned as an alternative in respects to
the word’s generic form." It is not the class as the word, because otherwise all
words would reduce to that concept, but rather the class of each individual word.
To explain, the class of the word X is extracted from numerous variations of X,
and it is equated with X’s own form (X-svariipa). As such it is also eq uated with
X's generic form (X-akrti) and with the universal of X (X-samanya), expressed
as X-ness (X-tva). ‘

It should now be clear how Bhartrhari pursued the argument of the core
or the nature of the word using not only sphota but also other terms: the
universal (samanya), generic form (akrti), class (jati), and sphota can all be
taken as synonymous and have slightly differing aspects that need to be taken
into consideration. As for sphota, the concept is deeply connected with the
discussion on sounds.

4 Mandana Misra’s Sphota

After Bhartrhari, the theory of sphota was exposed to various criticisms of
anti-sphota philosophers, who held phonemes (varna), the smallest units
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of speech, to represent the fundamental aspect of language. Mandana Misra
(eighth century CE) is the first sphora proponent who answered their criticism.
The purpose of his Sphotasiddhi was to tackle those criticisms and to lay the
thoroughly theoretical foundations for the existence of the sphota.*® These are
the characteristics of his sphota:

The main opponents are Mimamsa and Buddhist authors.

The existence of phonemes is rejected in the manifestation of sphota.
The focus is on the perception of the word.

He refers to, but does not discuss, the sphota at the level of the sentence.

Bowo o=

Mandana repeatedly uses the word “cow™ (gauh) as an example of “word”
(pada), and he never specifically discusses the sentence (vakya). Hence the
sphota in the Sphotasiddhi is restricted to the word-sphota (padasphota), in its
premodern classification. When the opponent changes from the Mimamsakas
to the Buddhists in the latter half of the Sphotasiddhi, the term vakya is used
frequently, but Mandana never examines the sentence.

4.1 Mandana’s Response to the Criticisms of the Mimamsakas
and the Buddhists

4.1.1 Against Kumarila’s Theory of Phonemes

For proponents of phonemes such as Mimamsa authors, the causal relationship
between phonemes and the word’s referent is not direct. This is because the
meaning is not grasped at the time of the pronunciation of each individual
phoneme, but rather when the sequence of phonemes constituting a linguistic
expression is completed. Therefore, Mimamsa authors postulate a role of
latent impressions (samskara) between the perception of phonemes and the
understanding of a meaning. Sabarasvamin (fifth century CE), the great authority
of the Mimamsa school, claimed that what conveys the word’s meaning is
the last phoneme accompanied by the latent impressions produced from the
previous phonemes.?'

After him, Kumarila Bhatta (sixth to seventh century CE) further developed
this argument in the Sphotavada-chapter of his Slokavarttika. According
to Kumarila the phonemes, which are grasped in a sequence through direct
perception, bring about a single recollection, in the form of nonsequential
phonemes with the help of latent impressions. He proposes three alternative
causes to the understanding of the words’ meaning: either the phonemes, that is,
Sabda, or the recollection of the phonemes assisted by the perception of the final
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phoneme of the word, or just the recollection of all the phonemes, including the
last one. After having perceived the final phoneme, there is a unitary idea of
the word occurring in the hearer’s mind either in the form of mere recollection
of all the phonemes or with the perception of the last phoneme. And since it is
unitary, such recollection does not contain any sequence of phonemes inside,
even though it exists at the time of perception.

With this theory in mind, Kumarila claimed that sphota is just a fabricated
entity. For him the word’s own form is nothing but a construct of phonemes,
and the cognition of the unitary word is attributed to the unifying recollection.

Mandana, however, argues that the latent impressions produced by the
cognitions of the individual phonemes cannot be the cause of understanding the
meaning of a word. This is because from the perception of a phoneme there will
be a latent impression of that phoneme, and then a recollection of that phoneme
alone; analogously, the perception of a word will cause the recollection of a
word, and the same will apply to the sentence. For Mandana, Kumarila’s
latent impressions can only explain the recollection of phonemes, not the
understanding of the word’s meaning.?> Against the alternative view that the
final phoneme assisted by the recollection of previous phonemes is the cause of
the understanding of the word’s meaning, Mandana claims that when a person
learns the relation between a word and its object, he requires the idea of a word
and not of the final phoneme.”

4.1.2 Against Dharmakirti’s Theory of Phonemes

In the Pratyaksapariccheda of his Pramanavarttika. at the sections dealing
with “the refutation of eternity of phonemes and the sentence™ as well as “the
refutation of the opinion of Kumarila” (Pramanavarttika, 127-134, 160-161),
Dharmakirti (sixth to seventh century CE) criticized the idea that the unitary
word is manifested by the sequential sounds on the basis of momentariness, the
most basic tenet for the Buddhist logicians. In Dharmakirti’s view, a single and
indivisible entity cannot be produced from momentary phonemes. not even in
the mind. He even criticized the Mimamsa authors who accepted the concept
of a unitary idea only in a limited sense through the unitary recollection. The
uttered phonemes have a prior-posterior relation to each other, and this relation
among phonemes is equivalent to the cause-effect relation of the mind-moments
of the speaker and that of the hearer. The necessity of the prior-posterior relation
is evident in light of the fact that even though it sounds the same, the /s/ of
sarah and the /s/ of rasah are quite distinct, because the latent impression of the
respective /s/ is distinguished from the other through the cause-effect relation of
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the mind-moments. The linguistic convention (sarnketa) serves the purpose of
aligning the speaker’s and the hearer’s intentions, so that the hearer can infer the
speaker’s intention, namely, a word or sentence meaning.

Against such a stance, Mandana brings up two prominent problems:

(1)  The issue of the universal: Buddhist logicians strictly deny the concept
of the universal on the basis of momentariness. Against Dharmakirti,
however, Mandana claims that the theory of momentariness cannot apply
to phonemes. How could new, momentary phonemes become the cause
of the understanding of a meaning shared by a speaker and a hearer? If
we do not accept the universal of phonemes, we must accept the sphota.,
akin to the universal of each individual word.?*

(2) The issue of the linguistic convention: Dharmakirti states that phonemes
convey only the referent which has been conventionally established. A
linguistic convention, in the form of “this is X.” represents the relation
between a particular sequence of phonemes, which is taken as one
conceptual unit, and an external object (visaya), and according to him
it plays the role of bringing the sequential phonemes into the domain of
the word. In Mandana’s idea, the unitary image generated from what one
hears is a prerequisite for the understanding of the relation between the
word and its meaning. The unitary word-form is inevitable for learning
its convention. For Mandana the acquisition of language is not an object-
based relation, but a word-form-based relation. The real object at hand is
not directly referred to.*

Mandana also claims that the speaker is not a necessary condition that is needed
by the hearer to learn the relation between the word and its meaning. To know
the relation of cause and effect of the speaker’s mind-moments, one needs to
identify the speaker, but if s/he is in a distant or hidden place, we would need to
have the idea of hearing not merely a complex of sounds, but one word uttered
to denote a particular meaning. In order to specify the speaker, the necessary
condition is the cognition of the unitary word-form. Therefore, the cause-
effect relationship of the speaker’s mind-moments is not indispensable for the
understanding the meaning of the word.®

4.2 Mandana’s Sphota Theory

Except for his refutation of the proponents of phonemes, Mandana’s sphota
theory is based on Bhartrhari’s arguments, and especially for the manifestation
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of sphota he strictly follows Bhartrhari by quoting his statements and
emphasizing that there is no room for phonemes. The erroneous cognition
(viparyasa) of phonemes is examined by him slightly more in detail.*” This
erroneous cognition is not a misunderstanding in a general sense, but rather a
pre-understanding, preceding the identification of the object (word) as it is. An
approximate example is that of the cognition of a rope in a dark place, which
is at first mistaken for a snake but afterward manifests its own form. And this
process of identification in the mind inevitably happens whenever we see an
object and find (perceive) what it is.®

For the sake of the attainment of sphota, this erroneous cognition is
unavoidable, because only after the gradual analysis from phonemes to
sentence one can realize that such a process of analysis is erroneous. Thus the
erroneous cognition is said to be the cause of the correct understanding. Smaller
components of language can be discarded only after bigger components are
grasped, and the sequence of the analytical process is itself refuted in the end.”

4.3 Direct Perception and Understanding

The sphota is gradually grasped in its unitary form by the sequential phonemes.
Such a graduality proves that the sphota itself is in the domain of direct
perception, which Mandana maintains to function only progressively, from the
mere or vague existence of something, to its specific character. For him the
sphota is not different from any other object of perception, and therefore its
perception shows us the universal structure of direct perception.*

While the sphota is the object of direct perception, the same does not apply to
the referent (artha). Even though the proponents of phonemes are consistently
addressing the relation between the word—or more precisely a sequence of
phonemes—and its meaning, we should not assume that the proponents of the
sphota do the same, as is clear from Bhartrhari’s stance. In Mandana’s case,
however, the starting point of the Sphotasiddhi is Patafijali’s statement that “the
word is that which, when it has been uttered, gives rise to the cognition of those
entities,” which unavoidably reminds us of the relation between the word and
its meaning.’' This reference to Patafijali shows how Mandana’s discussion of
sphota has a slight semantic angle—Bhartrhari’s total distance from semantics
has not been genuinely followed by him. It is certainly the result of his effort
of refuting the anti-sphota philosophers, but it is nonetheless crucial because
his discussion somehow gave momentum to the later concept of sphota as “the
conveyer of the meaning.”*
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4.4 Criticism of the Sphota after Mandana

How did the philosophers contemporary to or immediately after Mandana react
to his sphota theory? Sankaracarya (ei ghth century?) is probably the first scholar
who responded to Mandana’s criticism of the phoneme theory. Although it is
not an exact parallel, in his commentary on the Brahmasitrabhasya, 1.3.28,
Sankara appears to summarize and criticize Mandana’s arguments.*”® He claims
that the cognition of a word is adequately explained through the phonemes. Only
phonemes exist, for instance the phoneme /g/, and no /g/-ness (gatva). One and
the same phoneme /g/ is recognized in every perception of the words in which the
phoneme /g/ occurs. Incidentally, this idea that there is only one phoneme, here,
/@/, and that therefore there is no universal of /g/ had already been propounded by
Kumarila. The minor difference of each phoneme is caused by momentary sound
(dhvani). In other words, for him dhvani is not the cause of manifestation of the
word or the sphota, but just a property of phonemes. What manifests the word,
instead, is the air or breath (vayu). Even the unitary recollection of a word such
as gauh is brought about by the phonemes /g/-/au/-/l/, because we can assume
that /g/ keeps having a causal efficiency even after its manifestation. Besides,
Sankara also underlines the importance of the sequence in the causal capacity of
phonemes, in producing the cognition of a word. In this way, with the Mimamsa
authors, he concludes that there is no need to presuppose the sphota.

Other influential critics of the sphota are Jayanta Bhatta and Vacaspati Misra
(ninth to tenth century). Jayanta presents two versions of the process of the
manifestation of the sphora, one through phonemes and another through sound
(dhvani). Also, Jayanta does not stop at the word-sphota and discusses further
about the sentence-sphota in detail, and even addresses the argument of the
three levels of speech, which will be described below.* Vacaspati discusses
the sphota both in his commentary Bhamati to Sankara’s commentary on the
Brahmasatrabhasya, 1.3.28, and in his monograph on sentence meaning, the
Tattvabindu, where he discussed in detail and criticizes Mandana’s approach
on the sphota. Vacaspati’s description of the sphota follows Mandana’s
argumentation and his main quibble is whether the sphota can really be the
object of direct perception. Vacaspati claims that what is perceived is not the
sphota or “a vague word-form,” but each uttered phoneme. His defense of the
theory of the phonemes serves as support for the Bhatta Mimamsa theory of
sentence meaning (see Chapter 9 in this volume).

What we notice from the arguments of the anti-sphota philosophers is that,
unlike in Bhartrhari’s approach, utterance and hearing are not at the focus. They
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are rather investigating the relation between the parts and the whole, or the
whole and the meaning. By doing so, they somehow oriented the following
theory of the sphota in a different direction.

5 Saiva Philosophers’ Sphota

5.1 Sphota as the Highest Reality

Brough (1951, 29, 32,30-33) pointed out that sphota has been wrongly taken
as a mystic entity in the early scholarly works.*® Already in premodern times,
indeed, the theory of sphota was merged with the philosophy of linguistic
monism (Sabdadvaita). The metaphysical aspect of the linguistic philosophy,
however, has been “wrongly” attributed to the sphota, and still we cannot ignore
the influence of such an idea. But what are the early sources claiming that the
sphota is such a metaphysical, mysterious entity? Let us look at some Saiva
material.

The Netratantra was composed in Kashmir between 700 and 850.%¢ In its
twenty-first chapter, there is a reference to the sphota in the context of the
utterance of the sacred mantra om: when the sphofa, whose nature is sound
(dhvani), flows forth from the form of Siva. filling the universe with sound,
it is called nada.’” Ksemardja (eleventh century), who commented on the
Netratantra from the point of view of Saiva nondualism,® gives a semantic
analysis of the word sphota as “that from which the whole totality of speech-
units is split open (sphut-).”*

The premodern Grammarians gave two analyses of the word sphota: one
focusing on the perceptible word-form, “that which is split open by sounds”
(vah dhvanibhih sphutyate), and the other focusing on its function as the
bearer of meaning “that from which the meaning is split open” (sphutati artho
yasmat).*® Joshi (1967, 39-40), however, proposes that the latter analysis was
not supported by Bhartrhari,*' and Bronkhorst (2005, 2-3) positively accepts
Joshi’s view, suggesting that the later analysis, or the investigation of “how
the sphota expresses the meaning™ (not “how we grasp sphota in the process
of perception” as Bhartrhari and Mandana did), begins with the premodern
Grammarians such as Bhattoji Diksita (sixteenth to seventeenth century).

Using the same analysis, already in the eighth century Sankara was taking
sphota as the essential matter of the universe. It means that sphota by his time
has been taken or well known also as the entity from which the objects are
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manifested. All signifiers and signified things come into existence from the
sphota, which in this sense is the origin of all the phenomenic differences.

5.2 Sphota Discussed with Three Levels of Speech

In the Vakyapadiya, Bhartrhari introduces an ontological hierarchy of speech,
dividing it into three levels.”” The first level is called “concrete speech”
(vaikharT), which consists of audible speech and includes by extension any
audible sound. The second one is “intermediate speech” (madhyama), which
is the internal murmur existing between the concrete speech and the “intuitive
speech” (pasyanti), which is the ultimate form of speech, namely, the highest
speech (para vac) that is self-luminous and beyond the order of phonemes or
pronunciation. Already, Bhartrhari introduced a soteriological dimension by
stating that “a person who attains the truth of speech is freed from karmic duty.”*
The essence of pasyanti is the eternal and all-pervading means for liberation.

This doctrine was adopted in the linguistic theory of the Saiva philosophers, as
we can see in the Sivadrsti of Somananda (tenth century) and in its commentary
by his pupil Utpaladeva, both of whom actually criticized Bhartrhari’s view on
the sphota.* In the second chapter of the Sivadysti Somananda starts criticizing
the “Grammarians™ (=Bhartrhari), who claim the identity of the supreme
brahman with the intuitive speech. Among various problems he points out,
there is the one caused by the identification between the sphota and the intuitive
speech. If they are equivalent, the sphofa should be accorded the highest level,
but how would it then be possible for it to be manifested by the unreal words
or phonemes?* And in the commentary, Utpaladeva identifies sphota with the
highest reality, with the highest level of eternality (kiitasthanitya).*

When these different levels of speech are discussed by the Saiva scholars,
we find that the speaker’s aspect is assertively emphasized. When an intention
to speak occurs, speech, whose essential nature is indeed pasyanti, arises in the
mind in the intermediate form, adopting the sequence caused by expiration and
inspiration; after that, the concrete speech manifests once speech reaches the
mouth and gets released through the articulatory effort. It is a description of
what happens in one’s body while uttering a word.

3.3 Nagesa’s Sphota with the Process of Conceptualization

Nagesa Bhatta (eighteenth century), who is one of the greatest Grammarians in
premodern India, explains sphota by combining it with the theory of pasyanti
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in his Paramalaghumaiijiisa.’” According to him, there is speech of four kinds.
At the top of the hierarchy, there is the highest speech (para vac), the fourth
level added by the Saivas above Bhartrhari’s triadic classification. This highest
speech has the nature of being nonconceptual (nirvikalpa) and is equivalent to
the “supreme and undivided speech” (Sabdabrahman). By contrast, the second
level, the intuitive speech (pasyanti), is defined as conceptual (savikalpa),
clashing with the ideas of both Bhartrhari and Somananda, who stated that
the intuitive speech is not conceptual. On the intuitive level, speech becomes
the object of mental awareness. Both the highest and the intuitive speech are
accessible to those who can enter into deep meditation on the speech form of
brahman. When the speech comes to the intermediate level (madhyama), it
has the form of sphota, which then expresses various meanings but cannot yet
be perceived by the auditory faculty. Once such speech becomes manifest in
the various points of articulation and is apprehended by the ears, it is called
“concrete speech” (vaikhari).

Here, the sphota theory is completely overlapping the pasyanti theory.
Furthermore, in contrast to Bhartrhari or Mandana, Nagesa clearly states that
sphota is subtle and imperceptible. By his time, one of the most distinguishing
characters of the sphota had been lost, and it had become the object of intellect
(buddhi).

6 Premodern Grammarians’ Sphota

There are various great Grammarians in premodern time who shed the light on
the sphota again and tried to give comprehensive descriptions about it: Sesa
Krsna, Bhattoji Dikstia, Kaunda Bhatta, and Nagesa Bhatta.*® They considered
the sphota to be the “meaning-bearing unit,” and classified it into different
categories in accordance with the various segments of language, namely
phoneme, word, and sentence.”

These are the specific characteristics of their sphota:

1. The sphota theory necessarily requires the concept of the phoneme
(varna).

2. The sphota is ultimately related to the highest reality.

3. All discussion of sphota is focused on its role as the conveyor of the
meaning (arthapratydyaka).
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The most important feature is that how sphota, namely the word-form, is
grasped is no more at the focus; instead, they discuss a lot about how it makes
the meaning understood. Also most of their arguments below are easily traced
back to what Bhartrhari established in the Vakyapadiya on the word- or sentence
meaning.*

Each type of sphota, no matter if at the level of phoneme, word, or sentence.
follows the principle of indivisibility. If we take into account a larger unit, then
the smaller units are to be regarded as unreal entities. Let us see how Kaunda
Bhatta, a Grammarian of the seventeenth century who was a follower of Bhattoji
Diksita, has discussed the sphota in his Sphotanirnaya.

6.1 Phoneme-, Word-, and Sentence-Sphota
6.1.1 Phoneme-Sphota

In the Sphotanirnaya the phoneme-sphota is defined not as each single phoneme
but as the smallest and indivisible set of phonemes that constitute morphemes
such as stems or suffixes, which means that the term varna is used in a new
and specific acceptation, and not generically as “phoneme” anymore.”! The
Grammarians then have to discuss what the meaningful unit is at the level of
morpheme. In Paninian grammar, all the word-forms are analyzed as being
derived from an original stem or verbal root, and they pass through various
substitutions of morphemes to reach their final form. For example, a word-form
pacati (he cooks) consists of pac-a-ti, the final ti (or technically tip) of which
is substituted for a prototype /ar which signifies the present tense and the agent
of an action. So which one of the two, /af or its substitute tip, is the denotative
element? Against the Naiyayikas who insist that the prototype is denotative,
Kaunda Bhatta claims that the substitute conveys the meaning. This is because
even a person who has no knowledge of the prototype /ar understands the
meaning of pacati, and accordingly, /at is taken as a fictional element invented
for the sake of grammatical analysis.

6.1.2 Word-Sphota and Sentence-Sphota

However, it is certainly not the case that all meanings are explained by the
phoneme-sphota. Exploiting the intricacies of the rules of substitution of
morphemes in the Paninian grammar, Kaunda Bhatta argues that words cannot
unambiguously be divided into morphemes,” and we cannot always divide a
sentence into words.™ Furthermore, there are cases in which, even though we
do not understand the particular referents of each word or parts of a word, we
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still understand the meaning of a sentence as a whole. Thus, Kaunda Bhatta
claims that besides the phoneme-sphota, there must also be a word-sphota and
sentence-sphota. In other words, the word is the denoter of the word meaning,
and a sentence is that of the sentence meaning.>

Phonemes are indispensable as building blocks of words and sentences. Kaunda
Bhatta maintains that the word-sphota consists in a series of phonemes that are
uttered together in association with each other and that the sentence-sphota is made
up of such words. Phonemes, however, are always vulnerable to the criticism that
they cannot coexist with each other, since they are momentary. Kaunda Bhatta
replies to this objection as follows: when two phonemes are uttered together, the
second is perceived with the first that is present in the mind (upasthita) through
a relation of uninterrupted succession (avyavahitottaratva); in the case of three
phonemes, the third phoneme is perceived with the second phoneme specified
with the first in the mind. In this way, the existence and the value of the individual
phonemes are guaranteed.” At the level of the sentence-sphota, only the sentence
is assumed to be the conveyor of the sentence meaning, but at the same time we
still see that it is composed of words, stems, suffixes, and so on, each of which
reveals its own referent in accordance with the structure of the sentence.®

6.2 Indivisible Word- and Sentence-Sphota

This concept of indivisible (akhanda) word-sphota and sentence-sphota moves the
theory one step further, in comparison to the previous ideas word- and sentence-
sphotas. What is held as the conveyor of meaning, at this stage, is a word or a
sentence that cannot be divided into subordinate grammatical elements,’” even
though in its manifestation the listener grasps phonemes, syllables. and words. In
other words, a bigger unit is no longer an aggregate of smaller units.

Phonemes are not denotative, even though in the word gauh, for example, we
do not perceive a sphofa that is different from the phonemes /g/-/au/-/h/. This is
because these phonemes are not different from the sphora, just as threads are not
different from a piece of cloth. Phonemes are just the manifesting agents of the
sphota, no matter if it is in the case of a word or of a sentence. In this theory, the
role of the conveyor of meaning is taken by sphota.

6.3 Universal-Sphota

The final level of meaningful unit is the universal-sphota (jatisphota), the
generic form of the conveyor of the meaning.*® Each of the previously mentioned
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types of sphota has its own generic form, namely, a semantic universality,
which is shared by all the homogeneous sphotas. For example, every particular
instantiation of the sentence-sphota “hare 'va” has a universal form (“hare
'va" -ness), which is the conveyor of meaning and signifies the same referent
*“O Hari, protect [me].” Even in the case of the universal-sphota, Kaunda Bhatta
repeats that we have to accept the existence of phonemes, though we may accept
only specific types of phonemes as conveyors of meaning, as mentioned above.
This universal-sphota is ultimately equated to the highest reality, in
accordance with the elevation of the level of the universal.* In other words, this
sphota becomes close to Bhartrharian concept of brahman (Sabdabrahman).
From the perspective of this level, all the subordinate categories are denied.

Notes

| arthavad adhatur apratyayah pratipadikam // krttaddhitasamasas ca //.

2 See Mahabhasya, on 1.2.43, p. 219,20-27: iha vrksa ity ukte kas cic chabdah
Srityate vrksasabdo 'kantah sakaras ca pratyayah / artho 'pi kas cid gamyate
milaskandhaphalapalasavan ekatvam ca / vrksav ity ukte ka$ cic chabdo hivate
ka$ cid upajayate kas cid anvayt—sakaro hivate aukara upajayate vrksasabdo
karanto 'nvayt/ artho ‘pi kas$ cid dhivate ka$ cid upajayate kas cid anvayr—
ekatvam hiyate dvitvam upajavate milaskandhaphalapalasavan anvayi/ te
manyamahe—yah Sabdo hivate tasyasav artho vo ' rtho hiyate, yah $abda
upajayate tasyasav artho yo rtha upajayate, yah sabdo 'nvayt tasvasav artho
yo ‘rtho ‘nvayi// In the world, when Arksal/ is said, a particular linguistic-unit
(Sabda) is heard, the stem Ayksa’ ending with /a/ and the suffix /s/, A particular
referent is also understood[, namely something] having root, trunk, fruits, and
leaves, and the singular number. When Apksaw/ is said, one linguistic-unit
disappears, one appears and something remains: /s/ disappears, /au’ appears
and the stem /vrksa/ ending with /a/ remains. In the case of the meaning, oo,
something disappears, something appears and something remains: singularity
disappears, duality appears and that which has the root, trunk, fruit, and leaves
remains. So we (1) hold the following view — when a linguistic-unit disappears,
its meaning disappears. When a linguistic-unit appears, its meaning appears. When
a linguistic-unit remains, its meaning remains. See Cardona (1967) for a more
detailed explanation on this passage. See also Scharf (1996. 40).

3 Varttika, 9-15, pp. 30,2-31, 14: arthavanto varna dhatupratipadika-
pratyayanipatanam ekavarpanam arthadarsanat, varnavyatyaye
carthantaragamandt, varpanupalabdha canarthagateh, samghatarthavativac
ca/ samghatasyaikarthyatvai subabhavo varnat / anarthakas tu prativarnam
arthanupalabdheh, varnavyatvayapayopajanavikaresy arthadarsanat // “Phonemes
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are meaningful. This is because a meaning is seen in the verbal root or the nominal
stem or the affix or the indeclinable which consists only in a single phoneme; and
because another meaning is understood if phonemes are transposed; and because
there is no understanding of the meaning if phonemes are not perceived; and
because the complex (samghata) [of phonemes] is meaningful. Since the complex
[of phonemes] has one meaning, there is no case-ending [applied) after [each

of those] phonemes. On the other hand, [phonemes] are meaningless because

the meaning is not understood phoneme by phoneme, For, the meaning is [still]
perceived when phonemes are transposed (vyatyaya). dropped (apaya), added
(upajana) or substituted (vikara).”

yatha tarhi rathangani vihrtani pratvekam vrajikrivam praty asamarthani
bhavanti tatsamudayas ca rathah samarthah / evam esam varnanéam samudaya
arthavantah, avayava anarthaka iti //*As, then, the disassembled (vifrta) parts
(anga) of a chariot lack the capacity individually (pratvekam) to effect the action
of locomotion (vrajikriya) but a chariot, which is the composite of these [parts],
possesses [this] capacity. In the same way, the combination of these phonemes is
meaningful, while [individual] parts are meaningless.”

Mahabhasya, Paspasahnika, p. 1,6-11: atha gaur ity atra kah $Sabdah / |...]
Yyenoccaritena sasnalangitlakakudakhuravisaninam sampratvavo bhavati sa
Sabdah / See Joshi (1986, 12-23), which is the full annotated translation. for
further information.

Kaiyata, a Grammarian in the eleventh century. explains in his commentary
Pradipa on the Paspasahnika of the Mahabhasya that this Patafijali’s statement on
Sabda teaches sphota. See Joshi (1986, 9-16.23).

Mahabhasya, Paspasahnika, p. 1,11-13: atha va prantapadarthako loke dhvanih
Sabda ity ucyate / tad yatha / Sabdam kuru / ma sabdam karsth / $abdakary

avam manavaka iti / dhvanim kurvann evam ucvate / tasmad dhvanih Sabdah /
*Alternatively, sound (dhvani), of which the meaning of the word is [well-]known
in the world, is called Sabda. For example: “Make a sound” (§abdam kurw), “Do
not make a sound™ (ma sabdam karsth), “This boy is noisy™ (Sabdakary avam
manavakah)—a person who is making sound is said in this way. Therefore, sabda
means sound.”

Mahabhasya, on Varttika 5. 1.1.70, p. 181,19-24: evam tarhi sphotah $abdo
dhvanih Sabdagunah / katham / bheryaghatavat / tad yatha—bheryaghato bherim
ahatya ka$ cid vimsatipadani gacchati, kas cit trimsat, kas cic catvarimsat /
sphotas ca tavan eva bhavati / dhvanikrta vrddhih /7 dhvanih sphotas ca sabdanam
dhvanis tu khalu laksyate / alpo mahams ca kesam cid, ubhayam tatsvabhavatah //
“If it is so, then sphota is §abda, and sound is the property of §abda. [Question:]
How is it possible? [Response:] Like the striker of the kettle-drum. For example,
after the striker of the kettle-drum strikes it. some [sound] goes twenty steps.
another [sound] goes thirty [steps], and another [sound] goes forty [steps]. But
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sphota is of the exactly same extent [in cach case|. The increase is caused by
sound [alone]. Sabdas have sound and sphota. As for sound, as is well-known, it is
observed by some people as small and [by some people as] big. Both [sound and
sphota] are [established] by nature.”

Vakyapadiva, 1.47: vitarkitah pura buddhya kva cid arthe nivesitah/ karanebhyo
vivrttena dhvaning so ‘nugrhyate // “The [word itself]. which has been ascertained
(vitarkita) by the intellect before [the utterance] and which has been made to reside
(nivesita) in a particular meaning (i.e., a word-form is assigned to a particular
meaning), is seized (anu-grah-) through sound which has been transformed
(vivrtta) by the speech organs.” Auto-commentary on the Vakyapadiya, 1.47

(pp. 105,6-106,3): karanebhyo vivyttena iti / avikrivadharmakam hi

Sabdatattvam dhvanim vikrivadharmanam anu vikriyate / tac ca sitksme vyapini
dhvanau karanavyaparena praciyamane sthilenabhrasamghatavad upalabhyena
nadatmana praptavivartena tadvivartanukarenatyantam avivartamanam
vivartamanam iva grhyate // “Regarding ‘which has been transformed by the
speech organs’ [in the verse]. Indeed, the reality of the word (Sabdarattva) which

is not characterized by the transformation (vikriva) is transformed according to
sound which is characterised by the transformation. Then when the subtle external
sound, which pervades [the ether], is accumulated by the function of the [speech-]
organ, by means of the gross bodily resonance (nada) which has been transformed
and which is the object of perception just like a cloud compacted [by the wind],

the untransformable [word itself] is grasped as if it is transformed by imitating the
[bodily resonance].”

Auto-commentary on the Vakvapadiva, 1.76 (p. 142,1-3): iha dvividho dhvanih
prakrto vaikytas ca / tatra prakrto nama yena vina sphotariapam anabhivvaktam na
paricchidvate / vaikrtas tu yenabhivyaktam sphotaripam punah punar avicchedena
pracitataram kalam upalabhyate / “In this world, there are two kinds of sound,
namely the primary sound and the secondary sound. Among these two, the primary
[sound] is, indeed, that without which the nature of sphora which is unmanifested
is not delineated (pari-chid-). On the other hand, the secondary [sound] is that by
which sphota. which is already manifested, is perceived for a longer time, again
and again without being interruption.” See Brough (1951, 36-41). Note that in
some of my previous papers, I even differentiated the word dhvani here from nada,
while not in this book to make the argument simple.

In Vakyapadiya, 1.101, Bhartrhari refers to the subclassification of nada too,
namely prakrianada and vaikrtanada, both of which are explained in the same
way as in the case of prakrtadhvani and vaikrtadhvani. 1t is possible to say that
nada can be the concept of sound related to the body or pronunciation at the speech
organ, namely for the speaker’s side, while dAvani can be to the outside the body or
perception of the external world, namely for the hearer’s side. But | confess that [
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cannot give clear distinction between prakrtadhvani and prakrianada, and between
vaikrtadhvani and vaikrtanada. We should also keep in mind that since Bhartrhari
introduces various alternative views, each term does not need to be consistent in its
usage.

Vakyapadiva, 1.82-84: yathanuvakah sloko va sodhatvam upagacchati / avrttya na
tu sa granthah pratyavrtti nirapyate // pratyayair anupakhyeyair grahananugunais
tatha / dhvaniprakasite Sabde svariipam avadharyate // nadair ahitabijayam
antvena dhvanina saha / avritaparipakayam buddhau sabdo ‘vadharyate //

“For example, a chapter (anuvaka) or a verse [of the Vedas] come to the state

of endurable [for memory] (sodhatva) through repetition. But the [whole] book
(grantha) is not grasped in each repetition. In the same way (just as the memory of
a vedic verse is strengthened by its repetition), through the unanalysable cognitions
dependent on the grasping (perception), the [word’s] own form is ascertained when
the word is manifested by the sounds (dhvani). In the intellect into which the seeds
are imparted by the bodily resonances (ndda) and which has reached maturity
through repetition, the word is ascertained together with the final sound.”
Vakyapadiva, 1.89-91: yathaiva darsanaih pirvair diirat santamase 'pi va/
anyathakytya visayam anyathaivadhyavasyati // vvajyamane tatha vakye
vakyabhivyaktihetubhih / bhagavagrahariipena piirvam buddhih pravartate //
vathanupiirviniyamo vikare ksirabijavoh / tathaiva pratipattfnam nivato buddhisu
kramah // “Just as when [an object is] in a distant place or in a dark place, one
identifies completely otherwise after taking the object differently by previous
experiences. In the same way. when a sentence is being manifested by the causes
that manifest the sentence, initially the [unreal] cognition occurs in a form that

is separated into parts. Just as the prior-posterior relation is fixed in the products
of milk or a seed [namely. yogurt or rice grains], the sequence [of erroneously
perceiving the word] is fixed in every hearer’s intellect.”

Auto-commentary on the Vakvapadiva, 1.104 (pp.170,6—171.4): iha ke cid acarya
waktam sphotam sahajena dhvanina sarvato diiravvapina prakasasthanivena
gandhena yuktam dravyaviSesam ivavirbhavakala eva sambaddham manyante
dhvanina / yathaiva pradipe ghatasamnivistavayavam praty upadanam tejodravyam
tadasritas ca tadvikrivanuparivarti prakasah, ghantavas cabhighdtena vyaktatarau
sphotanadau sarvesam varnanam abhinispattau dharma iti / *Here, some teachers
think that the sphota, manifested (vyakta) by the sound that arises along with it and
spreading like light in all directions for some distance, just as certain substances
arise simultaneously with their odour, is linked with it at the very moment of [the
sphota’s] manifestation. In case of the lamp, there is a fiery substance, which is

the material cause (upadana) [shining] on a [particular] part of the pot, and there is
the light that depends on that, that changes (anuparivartin) by the transformation

of the [material cause]. And. [in the same way], as a result of the striking of a bell,
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both the sphota and resonance [arise] in a very clear form, and [both] are a quality
in the production of any phoneme.”

Iyer (1937) investigates the holders of impermanent sphota (anitvasphotavadin) in
Vakyapadiya, 1.102—06 (Iyer 1937, vv. 103-05).

See Bronkhorst (1991) for further information. Brough (1951, 44-45) explains this
in relation to the premodern concepts of jatisphota and vyaktisphota.

Scharf (1996, 23, 35-36) shows the Grammarians’ concept of @krti on the basis of
the Mahabhasya.

Auto-commentary on the Vakyapadiya, 1.23 (p. 56,3-4): varnavayavavagrahapra-

ptasamskarabhih kramotpannabhir buddhibhih pirvam agrhita, avyaktam grhita
va samskrte ‘ntahkarane caramavijianenakriih paricchidyate / “The generic form,
which is previously not grasped or just vaguely grasped by the cognitions which
arise sequentially and possess the latent impressions that have been attained by

the forms of the phonemes as parts, is discriminated by the final cognition in the
predisposed internal organ (i.e., the mind).”

In the Vakyapadiva, 1.68—69, and in its auto-commentary, Bhartrhari gives various
views on jati in relation to Sabdasvaripa.

See Iyer (1966) and Biardeau (1958) for a full translation of the Sphotasiddhi.
Vrttikaragrantha, 1.1.3-5, p. 38,13: pirvavarnajanitasamskarasahito "ntvo varno
vacakah (pratyayakah) / “The last phoneme, accompanied by the latent impression
produced from the previous phonemes, conveys the meaning directly.”

The following is a portion of Mandana’s criticisms against the idea that after each
perception of individual phonemes, there is a unitary apprehension that makes

the sequence understood. Auto-commentary on the Sphotasiddhi, v. 8 (p. 66.4-

p. 69,3): tatha hi svato varpa nitvataya vibhutaya ca na desanibandhanam

napi kalanibandhanam paraparabhavam anupatantiti prakhvananibandhana

esa samupasrivate / tac cedam advayam akramam, yadviparivartinas te
rthapratvavahetavah / na cedam ptirvopalabdhisambandhinim paraparatam
gocarayati, varnavalambitaya tadupalabdhinam avisaytkaranena; na
casamrhitavadhyavadhimadbhavam paurvaparyam pratyetum arhati; na
caikasmin nanavarnavayavatmani pade bhinnam avadhyavadhimadbhavam
apeksitum ksamate; prativarnopalambhanaprabhavitani ca bhavanabijani

kamam samhatisamasadanad ekam anekavalambi smaranam Janayveyvuh, tavata
caritarthebhyvo naparo varnatmasu viseso labhvate / “To explain, phonemes, as
being eternal and all-pervading by nature [according to you Mimamsakas], do

not follow the prior-posterior relation caused by either locations or time. So it is
admitted that this [prior-posterior relation of phonemes] is caused by [a single]
apprehension [that comes in the end]. But this [apprehension] is non-dual and non-
sequential. those [phonemes] transforming (viparivartin) into which are the causes
of the understanding of the referent. Also this [apprehension] does not have as its
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domain priority and posteriority of the preceding perceptions [of each phoneme].
For, as being resting upon [those] phonemes, it does not have the perceptions of
the [phonemes] as its scope. Also [it] cannot recognize the prior-posterior relation
without requiring the relation of a limit [in the form of time or space] and what

is limited [by such a limit]. Nor can it require the relation of a limit and what is
limited, that is distinct (split), in a single word [even though it is] consisting of
multiple phonemes as its parts. It is acceptable that the seeds. i.e., the impressions '
produced from the perception of each phoneme, give rise to the single recollection

(= apprehension) which is dependent on the multiple [phonemes], because

they attain (samasadana) combination (samhati); [but] the other distinguishing ‘
character[, namely the capacity to make the sequence understood.] is not attained
in the phonemes themselves from those [impressions]. which have [already |
fulfilled their purpose in this much.”

Sphotasiddhi, v. 13: na cantyavarnamatrasya purah sambandhavedanam /
aksavartmativrttatvat samskarasya na tadvatah // “Neither can the final phoneme
be known before [learning] the relation [between the word and its object]. Nor

can be the latent impression together with the [final phoneme], because [the latent
impression] is beyond the range of the sense organ (= it is not the object of direct
perception).” Here the important premise for Mandana is that the word, from which
a particular referent is understood, must be the object of direct perception. See the
following section for the matier of direct perception in the sphota theory.

Sphotasiddhi, v. 30: uipaitivadino varnah kamam santu prabhedinah / na tv
asadharanas tesam bhedo 'rthajiianakaranam // “Let phonemes be differentiated
[each other] for the one who insists on [phonemes] being produced. However, their
unique (= always new) distinction cannot be the cause of the understanding of the
meaning,”

Auto-commentary on the Sphotasiddhi, v. 32, pp. 250.3-251.2: tasmad eka eva
Sabdatma arthesu sanketena niyujvate loke pratyayakale casrivate; anyatha
vaktrbhede durnivarah pratyayah syat / “Thus, one and the same word-body
(Sabdatman = sabdasvaripa = sphota) is connected to different objects by the
linguistic convention, and [that single word-body] is depended on at the time of
understanding [the meaning] in the world. Otherwise, the understanding cannot
be avoided even though the speakers are different,” The following verse, which
appears in the criticism of Kumarila, shows Mandana'’s attitude toward the
understanding of the word meaning:

Sphotasiddhi, v. 26: arthasyadhigamo na rte padaripavadharanat / tad
arthabodhad yadi ca vvaktam anyonvasamsrayah //*The understanding of the
meaning is not [possible] without ascertainment of the form of a word. And if

the [ascertainment of the form of a word] is caused by the understanding of the
meaning, there is clearly the fault of mutual dependence.”
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26 Sphotasiddhi. v. 32: na hetuphalabhavo 'ngam samutthapakacetasam /

28

arthabuddher anasritya sanketajfianakalayoh // “Since [it is] not resorted at the
time of [learning] the linguistic convention and of the cognition [of the word
meaning], the cause-effect relationship of the [speaker’s] mind[-moments] which
make arisen [phonemes] is not the essential element (asiga) for the understanding
of the meaning.”

Auto-commentary on the Sphotasiddhi, v. 32, pp. 248.1-249.2: na khalu
samutthdpakacitiakdaryakaranata tatkrto va svabhavabhedo ‘rthapratyayangam /

JAapakatve hi svavijidnam apekseta / dryate ca tirohitavyavahitaprayuktic

chabdad arthajiianam / na ca tatra samutthapakacittakaryakaranatam kas cana
niscetum arhati / vaktrekatve ca niscite sa nisclyeta / na cantarena sabdajfianam
tanniscayah / *As is well known, neither the causal relation of the mind[-moments
of the speaker] which causes [phonemes] to arise nor the intrinsic distinction

[of phonemes], which are made by the [causal relation), is the essential element
for the understanding of the meaning. For, if they make known [the meaning of the
word], there would be expectation of their own cognition. However, the cognition
of the object (meaning) is experienced from the word which is used [by people
who are] in a distance or hidden place. But in that case, no one can ascertain the
causal relation of the mind[-moments of the speaker] which causes [phonemes] to
arise. But it can be ascertained if the identity of the speaker would be ascertained.
And it is not ascertained without the cognition of the word.”

The investigation of error occupies an important position in Mandana’s philosophy.
Another of his works, the Fibhramaviveka. is directly addressing the structure of
erroneous cognitions, as its title suggests.

Auto-commentary on the Sphotasiddhi, v. 21, p. 150,3-p. 152,2: nimittam evedam
idrsam $abdatattvopalabdher yad viparyasayad eva $abdam upalambhayatiti,
niyatasarupyatvat; na hi sabdantaravisayadhvanivilaksana dhvanayo 'nye

tasya vyaktau nah santi, yenaviparyaso 'vasiveta / ata eva ca tulyaripah
Sarvapratipattfnam viparyasah, tannimittasya samanatvar / “It is this trigger],
namely sounds (@hvani)), as described, of the perception of the reality of the

word (Sabdatattva), which creating error causes the word to be perceived. This is
because the similarity [of sounds] is always there. For, the other sounds. [similar
but] different from the sounds having “another word“[, namely a particular sphota,]
as their object, are not in my view for the purpose of the manifestation of that
[reality of the word, namely that sphota), so that non-erroneous cognition could

be ascertained. And exactly because of this, all the perceivers have the erroneous
cognition in the same form. This is because the cause of the [erroneous cognition]
is the same.” Sound /a/ of the word asvah is similar but different from that of agnih
or of the sentence asvam anaya. Such similarity causes the erroneous cognition
that it is made of phonemes.
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29 Auto-commentary on the Sphotasiddhi, v. 22, p. 167,1-5: tatha hi—
bhedenanvivamanam (emended from bhedenananvivamanam) api
manikrpanadarpanadisu tattvasya bhedavirodhat tattvapratyayvena
samutsaritanikhilabhedam mukham avasivate / tatha dirghadibhedanugame ‘pi
varndatma pratvabhijiiabalena vidhiitabheda eko 'vagamyate., tatha padam api
svapratyayavagamyamanaikasvabhavam kimcidbhedaparamarse ‘py abhinnam
niscivate / “To explain, the face, even though connected to different [appearances],
is ascertained as that all of whose variety has been expelled (samufsarita) by
the cognition of [its] reality. since the reality contradicts the varieties [reflected]
on [the surface such as] jewel, sword, or mirror. In the same way, in spite of its
being accompanied by such variety as [its being] long are understood, the single
phoneme itself whose differences are abandoned (vidhiita) is understood by force
of recognition. Likewise the word, whose single nature is understood through the
cognition of its [own form], is also determined as being undivided, even though
there is awareness of some kind of variety.”

30 Sphotasiddhi, v. 23: pratvaksajfiananiyata vyakiavyakiavabhasita / manantaresu
grahanam atha va naiva hi grahah // “To manifest both vague and clear [objects]
is restricted to perceptual cognition. In the other means of knowledge [such as
inference] the object is either grasped or not.”

31 Auto-commentary on the Sphotasiddhi, v. 3ab, pp. 10,1-11,1: kim punar idam
padam nama? Sabdah / kah punar iha $abdo 'bhipretah? kim varnah? nety aha/
api tu—|Sphotasiddhi. v. 3ab:] arthavasayaprasavanimittam $abda isyate //
yathoktam “venoccdritena |...|" itvadi / “But what is the word (pada)? It is
Sabda. What kind of Sabda is intended here then? Is it phonemes? No, Sabda is
rather regarded as the trigger of giving rise to the ascertainment of the object
(artha)—as [Pataiijali] taught [in the form] that ‘[Sabda is] that which, when it has
been uttered|, gives rise to the cognition of those [entities] which have a dewlap,
tail, hump, hooves, and horns]."”

32 As we saw in the Sphotasiddhi, v. 26, Mandana clearly states that the
understanding of the meaning is not possible without ascertaining the word-form
(padariipa), and his sphota theory is how we get this word-form, namely sphota. in
the process of perception.

33 One should note, however, that Sankara discusses the sphota while commenting
to the aphorism “The universe bursts forth from scripture,” atah prabhavat
(Brahmasatrabhasya, 1.3.28), and also the Sphotavadin there concludes that “the
universe, which is the object of denotation, arises from the speech. whose nature is
sphota.” nitvac chabdat sphotaripad abhidhavakat |...) jagad abhidheyabhiitam
prabhavati (ibid.), which reminds us of the Saiva scholars’ way of understanding
the sphota.

34 For this particular discussion on the sentence-sphota, I have not yet found other
texts prior to him. It might be either Jayanta’s invention or it can be the case
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that there is some scholar who discussed the sentence-sphota between Mandana
and Jayanta. Note that Joshi (1967, 70-72) refers to the Nyavamafijart when he
mentions the Naiyayika opponents in the Sphotanirnaya. When did the confusion
of phonemes and sounds happen? It might be the case that Jayanta stands as the
turning point.

This Brough’s statement is criticized by Bronkhorst (1991) and Pinchard (2011, p.
462, 11. 21-31).

Sanderson (2004, p. 242, 1. 10—p. 243, 1. 3: p. 293, . 4. 294, 1. 2). Brunner (1974)
is the first scholarly work and summary of the Netratantra.

Netratantra, vol. 2, p. 287-88, vv. 62¢cd—63: dhvaniripo yada sphotas tv

adrstac chivavigrahat // prasaraty ativegena dhvaninapiiravaii jagat / sa nado
devadevesah prokias caiva sadasivah // *When sphota, whose nature is sound,
flows forth with great force from the form of Siva, which is unseen. filling the
universe with sound, it is called nada, O Master of the gods, and Sadasiva.” See
Padoux (1990, 93, 96. and 97-98. fn. 33).

See Sanderson (2007, 398-401).

Uddyota on the Netratantra, vv. 62cd—63, vol. 2, p. 288, 1l. 3-10: sphutati
abhivyajyate asmat visvah Sabdagramah iti sphotah Sabdabrahma,

ata eva dhvanirapah sabdanasvabhavah, adrstad iti andkrter

drasfrekariipat paranadamarsatmanah prakasanandaghandr Sivasvaripad
ativegena avyucchinnadrutanadighosavat prasarati / kidrk / dhvanina
ghaptanurananariipena nadantena jagat visvam apirayan amarsanena
atmasatkurvan / **Sphota, from which the entire (visva) totality of speech-units is
split open (sphutati), [namely] becomes manifest, is Sabdabrahman. For this very
reason, [such sphota], whose nature is sound (dhvani), [namely] verbalization
($abdana). flows forth with great force, [namely] just like uninterruptedly-rapid
roaring of a river from the nature of Siva that consists of nothing but (ghana)
light and bliss, who is unseen (adrsta). [namely] formless, whose nature is one
with the perceiver (drasir) (so he cannot be seen), [in other words] whose nature
is representation of the highest resonance (parandada). [Question:] Of what kind
[is the sphota]? [Response:] [Sphota, which is] filling the world or the universe,
[namely] assimilating (internalizing) [the universe] in itself by means of sound
(dhvani), [namely] by means of ‘the end of nada’ (nadanta) in the form of
reverberation (anuranana) of a bell.”

See Sphotanirnaya, 57-60. See also Iyer (1947. 12—15, 134; 1966, 10, 21-25),
Filliozat (1984, 139-140) introduces these two definitions. referring them to the
Sarvadarsanasamgraha doxography of the Madhava (fourteenth century).

In other words, according to Bhartrhari, §abda surely has the nature of making an
object understood (arthapratyayakatva); but when he talks of sphota, the focus is
the manifestation of fabda.
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It is found first in the Vakyapadiva, 1.134, pp. 213-21, and there is no trace of it
before Bhartrhari.

Vakyapadiva, 1.134 Jha, Na, Ta, pp. 219-20: seyam akiryamanapi nityam
agantukair malaih / antyd kaleva somasya natvantam abhibhiiyate // tasyam
drstasvariipayam adhikaro nivartate / puruse sodasakale tam ahur amrtam kalam //
praptoparagaripa sa viplavair anubandhibhih / vaikhart sattvamatreva gunair

na vvavakiryate // This [pasyanti] is never conquered, even though it is always
affected by adventitious impurities, just like the last digit of the moon. When its
nature is perceived, one is freed from the [karmic] duty. [People] say that such [last
digit] in the soul consisting in sixteen parts is the immortal part. It is in the form
of being colored by adventitious impurities. But vaikharT is not affected by the
attributes, as if it were the pure existence.

Torella (2009) teaches the difference of the attitudes between Somananda and
Utpaladeva. While Somananda criticized Bhartrhari’s metaphysics of linguistic
monism, Utpaladeva is more in favor of Bhartrhari's view. Nonetheless, both are
against his theory of sphota (See fn.20 of Torella 2009). See Nemec (2011) and
Torella (2014) for the studies of the Sivadrsti. For the previous scholarly works on
sphota and pasyantt, see Filliozat (1984): Padoux (1990, 166-222).

Sivadrsti, 2.60-61ab: sphotasydasatyariipair hi padadvair vvangyata katham /
pasyantyah satvariipava asatyvair vvangvala na ca // tadrgvyanjanasapeksa sa

na kim cana jayate / “How would it be possible for sphota to be manifested by

the word and so on whose nature is unreal? And pasyant in the form of real is

not manifested by unreal things. Such like she (pasyant?) which needs a means of
manifestation (vyafijana) does not become anything.”

This is different from Heldrdja’s stance in his commentary on the Vakyapadiya.
Helardja (ca. 980 CE) is a Kashmirian Grammarian who explains sphota as well
as the ontological hierarchy of speech. He follows Bhartrhari in the understanding
of the sphota, and does not give it the status of the highest reality. Also the
understanding of the intuitive speech equated with the highest speech (para vac)
is unchanged from Bhartrhari’s explanation. Indeed. the fact that Helardja refers
to the sphota and pasyantT in the different chapters of the Vakvapadiva (sphota

in the Jatisamuddes$a and pasvantT in the Dravyasamuddesa, both in the third
book) shows us that he recognizes the difference between sphota and pasyantt. In
Kashmir in almost the same period, Jayanta, Soma@nanda, Utpaladeva and Helaraja
had different views on the sphota theory. Their common attitude is the reference
to three levels of speech, which is, as far as I know, not discussed anymore outside
Kashmir before premodern times.

Nagesa composed three versions, with different levels of abridgment or prolixity,
of his Ma#jasa: Paramalaghumarjisa, Laghusiddhantamafjisa. and Marijisa.
See Coward and Kunjunni Raja (1990, 323).
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48 There is another Sphotasiddhi composed by a sixteenth- to seventeenth-century
philosopher Bharata Misra. His approach is different from that of the premodern
Grammarians. See Pinchard (2011) for further information.

49 According to Kaunda Bhatta, there are eight categories of sphota: [individual]
phoneme-sphota (varnasphota), [individual] word-sphota (padasphota),
[individual] sentence-sphota (vakyasphota), [individual] indivisible word-
sphota (akhandapadasphota). [individual] indivisible sentence-sphota
(akhandavakyasphota), and also a universal-sphota (jatisphota) for each
of phoneme, word, and sentence (i.e., varnajatisphota, padajatisphota,
vakyajatisphota). See Seneviratne (2015) and Bronkhorst (2005) for Sesa Krsna’s
and Bhattoji Diksita’s classification of sphota.

50 Those premodern Grammarians quote frequently Bhartrhari's Vakyapadiva as their
ground for the argument, but they have almost no remark on Mandana. Rather
exceptionally, Seneviratne (2015, 5) points out that Sesa Krsna has the identical
half verse with the Sphotasiddhi, v. 23, though he does not directly refer to
Mandana.

51 See Cardona (1976. 303): “In the view of such later Paniniyas the term varna does
not mean ‘sound unit’ in this context: it denotes a unit lower than a word, namely a
base or an affix.” See also Bronkhorst (2005, 5, fn.11).

52 Sphotanirnaya. v. 63 (5): ghatenetvadisu na hi prakrtvadibhida sthit@ vasnasaday
ivehapi sampramoho hi dryate// “Indeed, in [the words] such as gharena, division
into [the smaller units] such as a stem is not established. This is because confusion
(sampramoha) [of how to divide it] is seen even in this [word gharenal, just as
[there is confusion of how to divide] in [the words] such as vas or nas (the inflected
forms of yusmad and asmad).” See Joshi (1967, 138-40).

33 Auto-commentary on the Sphotanirnaya v. 64 (6): hare ‘va visno 'vetyadau
padayoh “enah padantad ati” ity ekadese sati na tadvibhagah sujiianah /“When a
single substitution replaces [the beginning and ending vowels of] two words in [the
sentences| such as “O Hari, protect [me]" or ‘O Visnu. protect [me]’ on the basis
of A 6.1.109, division of th[ose sentences into the words] is not easily known.”
Astadhyayt, 6.1.109: eriah padantad ati * A single vowel /e/ or /o/ replaces /e/ or /o/
which occurs as the last vowel of a word, when a short vowel /a/ follows it.” See
Joshi (1967, 150-51).

54 Auto-commentary on the Sphotanirnaya v. 64 (6): vastutah padaih
padarthabodhavad vakyena vakyarthabodha iti padarthasaktih padesv iva
vakyarthasaktir vakye ‘bhyupeyeti padasphotavakyasphotau vyavasthitau / “In
reality, just as the word meanings are understood by words, the sentence meaning
is understood by a sentence. Therefore, just as the capacity [to denote] the word-
meanings is [admitted] in the words, the capacity [to denote] the sentence meaning
is to be admitted in a sentence. In this way, a word-sphota and sentence-sphota
have been established.”
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Auto-commentary on the Sphotanirnaya v. 65 (7): uttaravarnapratyaksasamaye
‘vvavahitottaratvasambandhena upasthitaparvavarnavattvam tatha
taduttarapratyaksakala upasthitavisistatadvarnavattvam tasmin sugraham iti ta
dr$anupirvighatitapadatvasyeva vakyatvasyapi sugraharvat // “This is because
we can easily understand that at the time of perceiving the subsequent phonemes,
[the subsequent phoneme] is accompanied by the preceding phoneme which is
brought [to the mind], through the relation of uninterrupted succession; in the same
way, at the time of perceiving [another (third)] phoneme subsequent to that, the
[third phoneme] is accompanied by that [second] phoneme specified [with the first
phoneme] which have been brought [to the mind]; and accordingly, just as we can
easily grasp that it is a word which consists of such a sequence [of phonemes], [it
is the same] even for a sentence.” See Joshi (1967, 168-70).

Joshi (1967, 79): “The Vakyasphota theory assumes that sentence alone is the
conveyor of meaning, but it does not maintain categorically that the constituents
of sentence have no meaning at all. According to it. it is possible to assign

some meaning to the components on the basis of structural analysis. The main
implication of the theory is that the meaning of word is always contextual, and no
study of meaning apart from a complete sentence can be taken seriously. In other
words, the words have meaning only when they form a part of sentence.”

Kaunda Bhatta quotes Vakyapadiva, v. 1.73 (Sphotanirnaya, v. 66): pade na varna
vidyante varnesv avayava na ca / vakyvat padanam atvantam praviveko na kas
cana // “There are neither phonemes in words nor parts in phonemes. There is no
absolute distinction of words from a sentence.”

See Sphotanirnaya, v. 69, where the following verse of Bopadeva, according

to Bhattoji Diksita’s Subdakaustubha, is quoted: Sakvatva iva saktatve jater
laghavam tksyatam / aupadhiko va bhedo stu varpanam taramandavat // “1t must
be regarded that there is simplicity [in postulating] the universal of a denotative
capacity (Saktatva), just as [we can assume the universal] of the nature of the
denoted [objects]. Alternatively, let the distinction be caused by the imposed
attributes, just like loudness or lowness of phonemes™

See the auto-commentary on the Sphotanirnaya, v. 72.
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