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CHAPTER- VI 

Concluding Remarks 

This chapter is the concluding part of my work. Bhartṛhari is a non-dualist who propounded 

an ontological theory i.e sphoṭa theory on the basis of the language principle as the absolute 

reality
1
. An attempt has been made by Bhartṛhari to make his theory free from traditional 

metaphysical allegiances. Bhartṛhari aimed to explain communication as it is revealed in the 

mind by language
2
. He considered communication on the basis of the cognition revealed by 

the language in the mind of the hearer.  Bhartṛhari‟s sphoṭa theory of language is 

characterized as a cognitive holism and language in his philosophy is taken as inner, 

indivisible and ubiquitously given being and that language is revealed itself first and then 

meaning is revealed non-differently by it. The metaphysical entities are accepted by 

Bhartṛhari as trans-cognitive and trans-communicative because these are beyond the grasp of 

language
3
. Bhartṛhari accepted language and meaning as the beings of awareness

4
. If we 

follow Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy then we can find that cognition is not made possible isolated 

from language and if cognition is not infused by language then it ceased to be cognition. In 

Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy verbal utterances, written words and experiences are used as the 

instrument in manifesting the real language i.e sphoṭa. Bhartṛhari‟s sphoṭa theory of language 

is a holistic approach of language where words, roots and suffixes etc. are considered as 

helping tools for the ignorant people to understand language. This is grammatical analysis of 

indivisible sentence. 

It is important to note that there is a difference between cognitive holism and sentence holism 

in his philosophy. The cognitive holism in his philosophy is one in terms of which the unit of 

language i.e sentence and its meaning are revealed non-differently as awareness in nature
5
. 

But sentence holism is used to emphasize the fact that the indivisible sentence is the original 
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unit of cognition given in the mind by which the meaning is revealed by it non-differently. 

The existence of the metaphysical entities that are beyond the touch of language is not denied 

by the cognitive holistic approach of Bhartṛhari. In his philosophy things-in-themselves are 

taken as the ontological substratum of cognition that are known by implication and revealed 

by language in the mind.  The distinction between the ontic being and the cognitive being is 

made for maintaining the distinction of Bhartṛhari‟s philosophical reflections from 

metaphysics.  Cognition is revealed in the mind by language independently of any allegiance 

to metaphysical entities. But it is important to note that some thinkers accepted language as a 

series of verbal utterances or noises having a conventional value of indicating psychological, 

Mental or transcendental entities.   Some other group of philosophers including Indian 

grammarians accepted language as an inner, indivisible unit of communication which is 

ubiquitously given as a meaning revealing being. Those who accepted language as a series of 

verbal noises considered it as a tool through which our experiences of the things-in-

themselves are communicated. For them the experiences of cognitions are acquired by 

perception, inference etc. and language is used as a means through which these experiences 

are communicated. But if we follow Bhartṛhari‟s view then we can say that the experiences 

like verbal utterances, perception etc. are only the instruments in the manifestation of 

cognition and cognition is always revealed and infused by language.  Bhartṛhari made a 

distinction between cognition and the sense-data acquired by experience.  The data 

themselves required language in order to be known distinctly.  The abstracted data are 

relational to the object perceived and to the mind that perceives, but cognition is 

foundational. But it is important to note that abstraction itself belongs to the empirical world 

and required to be expressed distinctly and this expression is not possible in isolation from 

language. If cognition is taken as abstraction then it is cognition no more because cognition is 

not an abstraction, it is a revealed unit. As abstraction is abstracted out of several instances of 
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individuals it is not taken as foundational. Now the question is if sense data are taken as 

abstracted from the non-linguistic entities then how a non-linguistic entity can be known and 

communicated by language? This view did not match with the spirit of the philosophy of 

Bhartṛhari because as far as his philosophy is concerned sense data is taken as infused by 

language. 

Those who considerd knowledge as experience of things accepted the actual object of the 

cognition as the entities that are deformed by the process of experiencing them. Now the 

question is what can be said about the possibility of cognition of the objects like hare‟s horn 

that have no external existence? If the experience and the cognition that are revealed by 

language are taken as identical then they must be known simultaneously. But Bhartṛhari 

opined that no simultaneous cognition is possible, that is why these two are not conducted 

simultaneously. The perceiver did not express the same experience through language. 

Because if the expectancy for expression is denied then no expression is possible and the 

expectancy for expression is not possible if external existents are taken as objects of 

cognition. As Bhartṛhari accepted the object of cognition as the being cognitive and 

communicable by nature the inactive discrete data abstracted by experience cannot be taken 

as the object of cognition. The cognitive and communicable being is taken by Bhartṛhari as 

the intelligible being that is revealed or expressed by language. Nothing can exist 

independently of and isolately from cognition and cognition is always revealed by language.  

No positive or negative cognitive claim can be made independent of language. Language and 

thought are intertwined with each other and if the theory of language is taken as a set of signs 

and symbols formed on the basis of awareness then the very fact cannot be explained. 

Cognition for Bhartṛhari is foundationally a unit of awareness and it is not a construction at 

all. Experiences like verbal noises are means for manifesting inner-language (sphoṭa) which 

is awareness by nature. Manifested by them the inner language revealed itself and its 
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meaning is revealed non-differently by it. The inner-language (sphoṭa) revealed meaning 

non-differently from it but it is different from metaphysical entities. Though Bhartṛhari 

accepted the intelligible being (upacāra-sattā) as the object of cognition he did not accept 

cognition itself as the object of cognition rather he accepted it as the self- awareness of itself. 

Actually, Bhartṛhari‟s cognitive holistic philosophy is based on the difference between the 

awareness of the object and the awareness itself and that difference is based on the idea of 

non-difference of the objects of cognition and the cognition of the object. The verbal 

utterances or noises and the real language (sphoṭa) are not essentially or existentially 

separated from each other; rather they are functionally separated from each other. The real 

language is manifested by the verbal noises and when it is manifested by the verbal noises 

revealed itself and its meaning non-differently by it. In communication verbal noises are the 

outer manifestation of the real language and manifested by the expectancy of the real 

language. 

According to Bhartṛhari if real language is confined to verbal utterances or noises then it is 

not possible to frame any fixed syntactical and semantic rule applicable to verbal utterances. 

No fixed rule of language can be given appropriately if language is not taken as inner, 

indivisible and ubiquitously as a meaning revealing unit. Three levels of language are 

mentioned in Bhartṛhari‟s Vākyapadīya and among these three levels of language paśyantī is 

the awareness nature of language on the basis of which the madhyamā and vaikharī level is 

made possible
6
. Bhartṛhari‟s concept of sphoṭa as a cognitive unit is different from those who 

accept language as confined to the verbal utterances or noises. But Bhartṛhari did not accept 

language as confined to verbal utterances or noises. Actually, there are two perspectives of 

Bhartṛhari‟s language theory, one is metaphysical perspective and another is cognitive 

perspective. From metaphysical perspective language is accepted by him as an indicator or 

pointer to the physical or mental things. From this perspective language is used for indicating 
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the ontic nature of things which are known by inference or presumption. But from the 

cognitive perspective the actual function of language is denied if our investigation is limited 

only in the metaphysical understanding of language. Language is used in Bhartṛhari‟s 

philosophy as an expressive force which expressed itself first and then the meaning is 

expressed by it accompanied. 

In Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy the real language i.e sphoṭa is explained as a metaphysical as well 

as a cognitive unit. Only for the purpose of clear understanding of Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy 

the difference between the two perspectives on sphoṭa must be clarified. As a cognitive unit 

sphoṭa is taken as a self-revealed being and as a metaphysical being it is taken as a being 

known by implication made on the basis of cognition revealed by sphoṭa as its ontological 

substratum. There is a difference between the „mind‟ as an ontic real and the „mind‟ as a 

cognitive being revealed in the mind by the language „mind‟. The cognitive being is a 

revealed being but the ontological being is cognitively beyond the knowledge and its 

existence is established only by the implication or presumption. This implication or 

presumption is made on the basis of the cognition that mind in itself is known as an 

ontological substratum of the cognition which is revealed by a language. From the cognitive 

perspective it is accepted that language is not an abstraction from verbal noises. Language is 

a self-revealed being and verbal noises are only instrumental in its manifestation. But no any 

such instrument is required for the yogin‟s realization of the language principle.The 

sentences, the words and their meaning all are emphasized by Bhartṛhari as concepts. The 

word „sphoṭa‟ itself is a concept. The real language i.e sphoṭa revealed by itself is a universal. 

The meaning that is revealed by the real language non-differently by it is also a universal. 

The identical cognition of real language and the meaning is not formed by the verbal 

utterances or noises. This identical cognition is not changed or destroyed with the change and 

destruction of the verbal utterances. The real language is not confined to the act of hearing 



87 
 

and uttering. This real language is taken by Bhartṛhari as the unit of communication. 

Actually, Bhartṛhari‟s holistic approach of language is based on the non-difference between 

the indivisible cognition and that of the unit which revealed it.  

 Bhartṛhari did not accept any part in the real language and he accepted real language as 

indivisible. But through grammatical analysis language can be divided into parts and the parts 

derived by the grammatical analysis of it for the purpose of grammatical and practical 

understanding are also taken as real. The divisions of the indivisible i.e words, suffixes etc. 

are taken as real for all practical purposes they perform. So, it can be said that the division of 

the indivisible is only the way to make indivisible awareness understandable. The intelligible 

being figured in the mind by language is not ontological in character. It is a revealed being 

which is cognitive in nature.    

Another important aspect of the philosophy of Bhartṛhari is that negation is not accepted by 

Bhartṛhari as a counterpart of positive being. It is also figured positively as a being by 

language. If the idea of negation is not accepted as a positive idea then the knowledge by the 

negative expressions is not possible. As both the positive and the negative being are accepted 

as the awareness in character their ontological differences did not arise significantly
7
. Both of 

them are revealed by language separately and that is why both of them are known distinctly.  

In Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy language is taken as an expresser which is naturally able to 

express its meaning non-differently by it in the mind. But it is important to note that it is not 

the mind that construct the relation between the expresser and the expressed. The relation 

between the expresser and the expressed is called yogyatā-sambandha by which expresser is 

naturally related with all its meaning. If language and meaning, both of them are not taken as 

distinct facts independently of each other their relation cannot be explained. But Bhartṛhari 

did not accept the two as distinct facts. He accepted the two as a revealed unit which is 

revealed by language. For Bhartṛhari, meaning is not independent of language. The relation 
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between them is called yogyatā-sambandha by which language is naturally related with all its 

meaning
8
. Following Bhartṛhari we can say that meaning independently of language is not 

possible and cognition isolated from language is ceased to be cognition. Cognition is always 

intertwined with language. The analysis of language and thought is not possible if both of 

them are not taken as intertwined. Cognition is foundationally differentiated from abstraction, 

imagination etc. Language itself is known first and then its meaning is known as a being 

revealed non-differently by it and in this sense language is taken as foundational in character. 

So, we can say that as cognition is revealed by and intertwined with language no cognition is 

possible in the absence of proper figuring of the language. Even the cognition of dream-sleep 

and that of deep-sleep also are intertwined with language. 

If we agree with the view of Bhartṛhari that language is given ubiquitously and cognition is 

revealed by this ubiquitously given language then cognition becomes impartial. When 

cognition revealed by language is imposed on our allegiance to metaphysical entities it is 

used as interested cognition otherwise it is always disinterested in nature. As imposition 

required some foundation Bhartṛhari mentioned the imposition of the cognition on different 

allegiances and the imposition of the cognition is not possible in the absence of the cognition 

which is revealed directly by language. The traditional metaphysicians explained imposition 

of the unknown on the known but Bhartṛhri on the other explained the imposition of the 

known on those that are not directly known by language. He has given primary importance to 

what is revealed and accepted those on which it is imposed as known consequentially by 

imposition as the substratum of it. If the knowledge of experience is taken as isolated from 

language no knowledge of experience is made possible. Because of our ignorance we are so 

involved in sense perception and other means of cognition that we do not realize that they are 

only instrumental in manifesting the language that revealed cognition. Communication is 

accomplished without any evidences and justifications because language is expressive of 
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cognition which is always a veridical cognition. Even the verity of cognition revealed directly 

by language is accepted as the foundation or cognitive base for the empirical evidences and 

epistemological justifications. 

 The whole phenomenal world is manifested from Śabdabrahman that is the ultimate reality. 

Bhartṛhari‟s doctrine of Śabdatattvavāda deserves serious consideration of being because in 

his philosophy the fundamentally spiritual character of speech lies at the basis of all our 

thought process and pragmatic activities. There is no scope for duality in Bhartṛhari‟s 

metaphysical scheme. The world of objects and the world of words cannot be cognised 

independent of one another. Bhartṛhari did not deny the existence of empirical world 

independent of cognition.  Cognition being word-potent can framed the picture of the objects 

as it is presented through words.  The real existence (mukhyasattā) cannot be known by the 

ignorant person
9
. Language for his philosophical reflection is not a metaphysical but a 

cognitive being. He accepted things-in-themselves by implication as the metaphysical 

substratum of the cognition revealed by language. Thus, metaphysical entities are not beings 

to be revealed and cognised directly by language but are logically inferred beings or entities. 

These are logical for those who seek a metaphysical principle of the beings, revealed in the 

mind by language as their metaphysical substratum or for those who seek an external referent 

of the cognition revealed by language and take language as that which stands by proxy for 

external entities. For the explanation of the cause of cognition, the existence of mind, soul or 

consciousness is implicated as the substratum of the cognition revealed by these words in 

particular and that of language in general. Taking this matter of fact in consideration he has 

accepted the existence of mind or soul as the metaphysical substratum of the cognition 

revealed by language. Cognition is infused by language and language and meaning are the 

objects of cognition. External things are implicated as the external basis (ālambana pratyaya) 
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of the beings revealed by language and so is the mind as the metaphysical basis of cognition 

itself.  

 Finally it can be concluded that Bhartṛhari in his Vākyapadīya confined his reflection only to 

the beings that we know and not to the things-in-themselves or metaphysical entities. By 

inner language he meant idea or thought object that is intelligible being and not to be taken as 

mind or conscious. For him idea or thought cannot be taken as a metaphysical entity rather it 

is taken as a cognitive entity. In Bhartrhari‟s Vākyapadīya thought or idea is called sphoṭa 

that is the intelligible being. In Vākyapadīya sphoṭa or intelligible being cannot be accepted 

as consciousness rather it is accepted as the flash of consciousness. The ultimate Reality i.e 

Śabdabrahman is accepted by Bhartṛhari as a metaphysical reality for sādhana but it is 

beyond the grasp of mind. We know that we confine only to what we know and our mind can 

grasp the language (sphoṭa) and its meaning (pratibhā). Bhartṛhari also confined his attention 

only to the beings that we know and described about the creation of the world from the 

cognitive viewpoint and not from the metaphysical one. Actually, Bhartṛhari‟s Vākyapadīya 

is a treatise on analysis of cognition. Through this analysis process of cognition he described 

the creation of the world but it is important to note that this creation is revealed by the 

ultimate reality i.e Śabdabrahman. Because of our ignorance one and the same 

Śabdabrahman is revealed as many and this revealing process is going on through the 

paśyantī, madhyamā and vaikharī level of Śabdabrahman. These three levels of 

Śabdabrahman are actually the manifestation of one and the same Śabdabrahman and this 

manifestation process is a cognitive process to describe the world. Bhartṛhari‟s philosophical 

inquiry about the nature of language culminates in the idea of Śabdabrahman as the ground 

of all phenomenal multiplicities and changes. It is a form of monism in which the principle of 

language is identified with the reality that is accepted in his philosophy as Śabdadvaitavāda. 

Following Bhartṛhari we can say that the universe consists of the infinite number of 
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phenomena arranged in a temporal and spatial sequence and of the words which are 

expressive of them. The universals of these phenomena and their words already exist in the 

word-principle as potentialities. So, the word-principle is the ultimate source of the universe 

consisting of vācya and vācaka. Actually, Bhartṛhari began his Vākyapadīya with a 

metaphysical enquiry into the nature and origin of language in relation to Brahman. In the 

first section of Vākyapadīya he tried to explore technical grammatical points in the day to day 

use of language and in the concluding verses of the second section of Vākyapadīya Bhartṛhari 

tried to establish the importance of the ancient āgamas and called his treatise as āgama-

samuccaya, a systematization of traditional teachings relating to Vyakāraṇagama. In 

Vākyapadīya it is cited that grammar is the door to salvation. Now the question comes what 

type of salvation is aimed at to be achieved by grammar? If we follow Bhartṛhari‟s writings 

then we can find that Bhartṛhari has very thoroughly dealt with the all pervasive character of 

the principle of speech from the lowest level (vaikharī) reaching up to its highest and subtlest 

level viz. paśyantī. But we know that he is not too much methodological to the nature of 

salvation or the path attaining to it. He has introduced a new way for attaining salvation. In 

his philosophy it is cited that the practice of śabda-yoga, the study of the correct form of 

speech as described and analysed in grammar is necessary for achieving salvation. By the 

practice of śabda-yoga one can be free from all ignorance attached to his mind and the level 

of pratibhā or pure consciousness can be achieved. This level of pratibhā or the pure 

consciousness level is the very womb of the phenomenal creation in which all the differences 

are merged. It constantly shines within us where there is no darkness in the form of 

ignorance. So, it can be said that Bhartṛhari accepted the ultimate reality (Śabdabrahman) the 

pure metaphysics in mind even when he was dealing with what appears to be purely linguistic 

and grammatical issues.  
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After going through the philosophy of Bhartṛhari one serious question may arise that whether 

Bhartṛhari is a vivartavādīn who claimed that the world is an unreal appearance or a 

parināmavādīn who described the creation as a real transformation of the ultimate reality. 

Regarding this question there are different observations among scholars. Some of the scholars 

like Jayanta Bhaṭṭa, Vācaspatimiśra accept both the parināmavāda and vivartavāda for 

explaining the philosophy of Bhartṛhari. At the same time other scholars like Bhaṭṭoji Diksita, 

Prabhākara and others accept vivartavāda for explaining the creation of the world.  But one 

eminent scholar Gaurinath Saśtri claimed that Bhartṛhari was not familiar with the differences 

between parīnāma and vīvarta for explaining the creation of the universe. Actually, in Kārīkā 

Bhartṛhari has used the two terms parīnāma and vīvarta as synonyms. Regarding the concept 

of parīnāmavāda and vīvartavāda there are two groups of philosophers among the 

Grammarian schools. One is the school of Patañjali and another is the school of Bhartṛhari. 

The former is the supporter of parīnāmavāda and the latter is the supporter of vīvartavāda. 

But it is important to note that Bhartṛhari himself did not point out whether his philosophy is 

a parīnāmavāda or a vīvartavāda. 

Now the question is what arguments are given by the scholars for establishing their respective 

views. The scholars who hold that the philosophy of Bhartṛhari is a case of parīnāmavāda 

argued that the supporters of vīvartavāda explained the philosophy of Bhartṛhari influenced 

by the advaitic philosophy of Śaṁkarāchārya. So, their observation is biased. To establish 

parīnāmavāda they also claimed that the power i.e kālaśakti of Śabdabrahman conceived by 

Bhartṛhari is as real as Brahman and there is no difference between Śabdabrahman and its 

Śaktis in the system of Bhartṛhari. Śabdabrahman and its power are identical. As the power 

of Śabdabrahman is as real as the ultimate reality, the creation through this power is also real. 

So, it can be said that the plurality of powers partakes of the character of the word as the 

power inherent in and identical with the Absolute. Actually, the powers of Śabdabrahman 
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like time, space, etc. are ultimately real and have the same ontological status as that of 

Absolute itself. They reject vīvartavāda by saying that the power of the Absolute that is 

called māyā in Śaṁkara‟s philosophy is attached to the Absolute in a most mysterious way. 

Māyā is neither identical with nor distinct from the Absolute. We know that if cause is false 

then its effect must be false. As māyā is false power of Brahman the creation of it is also 

false. But Vākyapadīya does not maintain the powers of the Absolute as unreal  and that is 

why the phenomenal world which is a creation of powers is real and not a vīvarta, a mere 

illusory appearance. Actually, the parīnāmavādins established their view by accepting the 

view of Trika writers of Kashmir who have maintained Bhartṛhari‟s position much closer to 

the notion of reflection (ābhāsa). The relationship between the Śakti and its phenomenal 

manifestation is described on the analogy of the mirror and its reflection. Here the mirror is 

the Absolute and the reflection is the ābhāsas. The ābhāsas can have no independent 

existence without the former yet; it also has a reality which is somehow identical with the 

former.  

The arguments produced by the above mentioned scholar‟s in favour of parīnāmavāda seem 

to be sound but if we have a close scrutiny then I think one impotant point has been ignored 

by them. Both Bhartṛhari and Śaṁkarāchārya are of the opinion that this world is nothing but 

the result of our ignorance. We know that whatever is the result of ignorance must be false. 

When we perceive a snake in the place of a rope then no doubt the snake, the result of our 

ignorance is false because in reality it is not a snake, it is a rope. Likewise, if this world, the 

creation is the result of our ignorance then how it can be true. In reality according to 

Bhartṛhari there is only one Absolute and that is the Śabdabrahman which is a unitary 

principle then how the creation, the world which is plural can be true. If the creation is true 

then the numbers of the actual realities are two- one is Śabdabrahman and another is the 
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world which amounts to duality. But we know that Bhartṛhari is a monist. This view is 

substantiated by the very first śloka written by Bhartṛhari in his Vākyapadīya: 

                              anādinidhanam brahman śabdatattvm jadakṣaram 

                               vivarttatte hrtevāben prkriyā jogotoḥ jotoḥ// 

Here in this śloka the term vīvarta clearly implies that the world which is the reflection of the 

Śabdabrahman is nothing but a mere appearance, not a real creation. So, I think there is no 

room for confusion whether Bhartṛhari is a vīvartavādin or a parīnāmavādin.  Besides the 

argument given above another important argument can be rendered.  If we go through 

Bhartṛhari‟s Vākyapadīya then we can see that Bhartṛhari held that tarka, perception and 

inference are not the instruments of valid cognition.  The only reason due to which Bhartṛhari 

considered them as the instruments of invalid cognition is that the world which is known 

through them is false.  Here the falsity of the instruments comes from the falsity of the object 

of pramāṇa. The philosophers who maintained perception, inference, etc. as valid source of 

knowledge must recognize the world which is known through those pramāṇas as true. For 

example, the Nyāya vaīśesika philosophers maintain the authenticity of those pramāṇas as 

they believe that the world is true.  

But the scholars who like to attribute Bhartṛhari as parīnāmavādin and claimed that 

according to him this world is true failed to understand that they actually commit a blunder. 

To claim that Bhartṛhari is a parīnāmavādin and this world is true is to establish that the 

philosophy of Bhartṛhari is similar with the philosophy of Rāmānuja but surprisingly they do 

not do so. We all know that the philosophy of Rāmānuja is qualified monism (viśiṣṭāvaita 

vāda). According to Rāmānuja māyā, the principle of creation is true and that is why the 

world, the creation is true.  And as the world is true he supports parīnāmavāda. It is very 

evident that the scholars who are claiming that according to the philosophy of Bhartṛhari the 
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world is true and Bhartṛhari is a follower of parīnāmavāda then thereby they are establishing 

that the philosophy of Bhartṛhari is similar with that of Rāmānuja. And if it is so then the 

duality comes in Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy. Thus, it can be shown that they suffer from serious 

contradiction. 
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