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Chapter- II 

Śabdabrahman interpreted by other Śābdika philosophers 

 Linguistic problems have been discussed in Indian philosophy from veda onwards. In this 

chapter an attempt has been made to discuss various philosophical approaches on Indian 

linguistic philosophy specifically on the theory of sphoṭa. Actually, here I have dealt with the 

sphoṭa theory of language advocated by other Śabdika philosophers from Veda onwards and 

tried to compare them with Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy. Various Indian philosophical schools 

from centuries or more have produced insights into the working of language. A 

comprehensive compendium of all aspects of linguistic study is derived from the works of 

Pre-Pāṇiniān gramamarians like vyādi, Vājapyāyana, Audumbarāyana and yāska. Actually, 

the theory of sphoṭa is pronounced first by Audumbarāyana and he proclaimed the inherent 

indivisibility of sentence. For him, sphoṭa is an indivisible unit in the form of any kind of 

categories of words and it is an integrated unit in the mind. Sākatāyana, another predecessor 

of Pāṇini claimed that all words must be originated from the verbal roots. Again, Vyādi and 

Vājapyāyana, the other two predecessors of Pāṇini held the view that particular and universal 

both are denoted by a word respectively. Vyādi opined that the primary sense of word is 

substantive i.e the particular and universal is an attribute and it can not be the meaning of a 

word. But on the other hand Vājapyāyana claimed that an eternal and essential attribute of the 

word is universal and it is mentioned by him as the primary sense of a word. It is important to 

note that the whole Pre-Pāṇiniān school of linguistic philosophy contributed the analytical 

and metaphysical approaches to a language. 

 However, we think that pāniniān approach on grammar and linguistic philosophy is foremost 

for all times. For him, language is a united conceptual whole and as a mental affair it is 

reflected in the phonemic sequences. According to him, words exist in the total structure of 
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language. In pāṇiniān thought it is claimed that words exist isolatedly or independently from 

the whole structure of language. Pāṇiniān language theory is based on pragmatic approach 

and it answers to all socio-linguistic requirements
1
. According to him language revealed the 

practical functions of human mind. For him, language is a total and integrated system and it 

contributed a lot to understand the human mind itself. As a sentence grammarian he accepted 

both universal and particular as the import of word. But it is important to note that he has not 

always kept directly the notion of the sentence as the uppermost in the mind. 

In the later period the pāṇiniān philosophical view on linguistic philosophy was revealed 

clearly both by Kātyāyana and Patañjali. Both of them accepted the particularity and 

universality of word. Kātyāyana discussed the relation between śabda and artha
2
. Actually, 

Kātyāyana‟s philosophical view is regarded as a basis of more elaborate philosophical 

discussions in the later works of Patañjali and Bhartṛhari. According to him, the diction style 

of a sentence depends on the speech habits of the speaker
3
. However, it is clear from the 

above discussion that the Pre-Patañjali concept of sphoṭa is somewhat opaque in nature. 

There is no similarity between the Pre-Patañjali sources of sphoṭa and the sphoṭa doctrine 

developed later. The concept of sphoṭa cannot be derived distinctly and clearly from the Pre-

Patañjali linguistic thought. 

Now the question comes how Patañjali developed the sphoṭa theory of language? In reply to 

this question it can be said that he made a distinction between sphoṭa and dhvani. For him, 

the permanent element of a word is sphoṭa and it is considered as an essential word
4
. He 

opined that dhvani is an aspect of sphoṭa and it is an ephemeral element
5
. According to him 

sphoṭa can not be affected by the peculiarities of the individual speakers. So, it can be said 

that sphoṭa is a permanent element which is manifested by the speaker‟s utterances and heard 

by the listener. But it is important to note that there are two aspects of sphoṭa, one is internal 

i.e innate expressiveness of the word meaning and another is external i.e uttered sound which 



19 
 

is perceived by our sense organs and through which the sentence sphoṭa with its inherent 

word meaning can be manifested. Actually, the concept of sphoṭa advocated by Patañjali acts 

as an intermediary between sound and sense and it is a conceptual form of physical sound. 

This conceptual form of physical sound i.e sphoṭa can be grasped by the intellect. Actually, 

Patañjali opined that sphoṭa acts as a bridge between thought and sound and its nature is 

phonetic but not semantic. This sphoṭa is fixed in nature in contrast to the sounds of 

particular phoneme. So, it can be said that for him, sphoṭa is not a meaning conveying word 

because as it is lacking of sequence it cannot be associated with meaning. 

In Nāgeśa‟s thought sphoṭa is present in the particular rather than in the universal
6
. The 

plurality of individuals is not admitted by him. According to him, when a phoneme is 

associated with the diversity in the speech events, it cannot be appeared as one, otherwise a 

phoneme is in reality only one. Actually, associating with time, qualities etc the one and same 

individual phoneme assumed varied forms and this diversity is associative. So, it is clear from 

Nāgeśa‟s thought that sphoṭa arised from the experiences of individual phoneme and he 

admitted sphoṭa in the particular rather than in the universal
7
. 

On the other hand Śesakṛṣṇa, the supporter of Bhartṛhari‟s sphoṭa theory, explained the 

cognition of word by means of analogy of the process of learning a verse by heart through its 

repeated readings. Each successive reading gives a clear impression of the verse than the one 

left by the previous one. The last readings helped by the previous readings fixed the verse 

fully and clearly in memory. For him, the same is true of sphoṭa. He claimed that the sphoṭa 

word can be grasped after hearing the last sound. 

After discussing the above mentioned views of different philosophers I have tried to focus on 

Bhartṛhari‟s contribution on language theory specifically on sphoṭa theory which is 

designated by him as Śabdabrahman. For him everything possesses real and unreal elements. 
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The real is the universal which is eternal and immortal and the unreal is the particular which 

is subject to change and destruction. Following Bhartṛhari it can be said that a sentence 

conveys its meaning and is understood in a flash as an undivided utterance
8
. Actually, this 

flash of understanding is intuitive (Pratibhā) which is indefinable. Pratibhā acts as a guiding 

instinct of all our activities because we cannot act unless words come to our consciousness 

but we cannot be conscious of its operating. All our concepts and acts originate from 

Pratibhā. It is important to note that though the initial frame work of sphoṭa theory was 

provided by Patañjali but a developed and systematic philosophical analysis on this theory 

was given by Bhartṛhari. Actually, Bhartṛhari has introduced the sphoṭa theory in contrary to 

the Patañjaliān sphoṭa theory. For him, sphoṭa is cognised progressively by perceiving each 

phoneme. Both the ancient and modern scholars have identified the meaningful Śabda with 

sphoṭa. But Bhartṛhari mentioned that Śabda is a two sided entity. One is verbal utterances 

and another is inner indivisible meaning revealing unit. This indivisible meaning revealing 

unit is designated by Bhartṛhari as sphoṭa i.e Śabdabrahman in his philosophy. For him, 

sphoṭa is a unity which already exists in the mind of the speaker and he utters the sounds in 

order to manifest it. Actually, the linguistic form within us is sphoṭa. Sphoṭa is an inner 

principle, the integrated word, the expressive element, which is manifested by the sound.  

According to Bhartṛhari, sphoṭa cannot be realised without sound (dhvani) because sphoṭa is 

instinctively related to sound. Bhartṛhari opined that there are two types of sound namely, 

primary sound and secondary sound. The initial vibration of articulatory organs produces the 

primary sounds which reveal sphoṭa. But when this vibration stops then the secondary sounds 

come out from the initial sounds through which the perception of sphoṭa is continued. 

Actually, after manifesting sphoṭa the initial sound produces the secondary sounds through 

which sphoṭa can also be manifested and this chain of sounds continues to reveal the same 

sphoṭa. But it is important to note that though the secondary sounds can be affected by the 
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differences in the utterance, sphoṭa remains unaffected by such differences. Actually, 

Bhartṛhari opined that sphoṭa is a complete unique philosophical dimension and it is neither a 

meaning bearing unit nor a linguistic sign. It is something more than that. For him, the real 

linguistic potency is in our inner faculty of intellect. Actually, the ability to express in speech 

form and to understand meaning both are the two dimensions of linguistic potency possessed 

by all conscious being. For Bhartṛhari, this potency is known as Śabda or sphoṭa i.e 

Śabdabrahman. The expressive word and the meaning expressed are present in the 

consciousness of the speaker and the hearer. So, the speaker and the hearer share the same 

sphoṭa. Before uttering meaningful statements the idea of what the speaker intends to say 

remains within him in non-sequential and undifferentiated form. Actually it is the linguistic 

potency of the speaker through which the speaker expresses his intention in the form of 

utterance. In the process of linguistic communication both the speaker and the hearer use 

their potential linguistic power through which the audible word forms and helps to convey 

meaning. So, it is clear that both the speaker and the hearer share the same sphoṭa which is 

designated by Bhartṛhari as Śabdabrahman. So, it can be said that the linguistic forms along 

with its power to convey meaning are already present in the linguistic potential stage of all 

human beings. 

So, it is clear that in Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy the term sphoṭa is used to signify any unit of 

meaning. But it is important to note that for him the primary unit of meaning remains in the 

sentence, not in the word and phoneme. Bhartṛhari in his Brahmakānda declared that no 

knowledge is possible without assuming the form of a word. Language is the only way 

through which our knowledge of reality is shaped. But it is important to note that Bhartṛhari 

technically used the term language in his philosophy. For him, there are two aspects of 

language, one is the sphoṭa i.e the nature of awareness and the other is the verbal utterances 

through which the sphoṭa can be revealed. In Bhartṛhari‟s philosophy it is clear that there are 
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three levels of Śabda principle and these are paśyantī, madhyamā and vaikharī out of which 

paśyantī level is accepted as the sphoṭa which is also designated by Bhartṛhari as Śabda-

Brahman. This Śabdabrahman is the absolute being which is not a subject to birth and death. 

It can not be destroyed. According to him, Śabdabrahman is the only ultimate reality out of 

which the whole world comes into existence. Paśyanti level of Śabda principle is 

transcendental to other levels of Śabda but it is accepted as the ontological substratum of the 

sphoṭa revealed in the mind by itself. Madhyamā level is a cognitive being i.e being of 

awareness by nature which is manifested by sphoṭa. Vaikharī level is the verbal utterance, the 

purpose of which is to give expression and to act as a vehicle for vāk. 

Actually, the idea of sphoṭa was developed by Bhartṛhari in a completely unique 

philosophical dimension. For him, sphoṭa is neither a meaning bearing unit nor a linguistic 

sign. It is something more than that. Bhartṛhari claimed that the primary basis of all sorts of 

deliberations on the nature of language is sphoṭa. For him, language is not simply analysable 

in terms of phonetics, syntax, grammar and semantics. Actually, it is inter subjective where 

both the speaker and the hearer plays an active role. Bhartṛhari claimed that in case of 

meaningful linguistic utterances two elements of language have been comprehended, one is 

root cause of manifestation and the other is applied to convey the meaning. The former is 

called Sphoṭa and the latter is called dhvani.  This sphoṭa is designated by Bhartṛhari as 

Śabdabrahman and because of our ignorance Śabdabrahman appears as the world of objects. 

Whenever our ignorance goes away then there is only one reality i.e Śabdabrahman. It is 

clear from Bhartṛhari‟s writings that ignorance remains in the verbal utterances and sphoṭa i.e 

Śabdabrahman is free from ignorance. Actually, Bhartṛhari‟s linguistic analysis is a 

metaphysical process to achieve cognitive being and that cognitive being is Śabdabrahman 

through which knowing souls, known objects and experiences come into being. 
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But it is important to point out that whether sphoṭa represents the meaningful aspect of the 

word is a difficult problem and regarding this problem there are two groups of scholars 

holding different views. Gourinath Sāśtri, K.A.S Iyer believed that sphoṭa represents a 

meaningful aspect of the language. For them, sphoṭa is a meaning bearing aspect of speech 

elements. But another scholar S.D. Joshi held that Bhartṛhari‟s concept of sphoṭa is a 

auditarily grasped speech unit which may or may not be understood semantically. He claimed 

that in Bhartṛhari‟s writings it is clear that sphoṭa is not related with meaning. He never used 

the meaningful Śabda as a synonym of sphoṭa. Actually, Iyer and Sāśtri both were depended 

on the commentaries of Nāgeśa, Harivṛṣabha who explained the sphoṭa concept of Bhartṛhari 

in the light of meaning conveying speech unit. But it is very difficult to interprete why these 

great traditional commentators jumbled up the meaningful Śabda with sphoṭa. But it is 

important to note that Bhartṛhari did not accept isolated word as meaningful units in ordinary 

language. He claimed that sentence is universally accepted as the unit of expression and the 

division of sentence into words and that of words into phonemes does not exist. Actually, 

Bhartṛhari admitted akhanda-vākya sphoṭa which maintains that in an ordinary conversation 

when one hears or speakes a sentence then that sentence is not taken in terms of series of 

meaningful units but a unitary whole. He maintained throughout Vākyapadīya, the 

indivisibility of sentence unit. His akhandavākya sphoṭa theory is similar to modern 

operational approach in semantics. Accordingly, the words are unreal abstraction and the 

reality is a single undivided utterance. The division of a sentence into a number of 

components is only a grammatical fiction invented to enable the beginner to understand the 

structures of a sentence. The entire sentence is endowed with the denotative function. 

However, after discussed various views on sphoṭa theory it is clear that there are so many 

differences between the Pre-Patañjali sources of sphoṭa and the sphoṭa doctrine of Bhartṛhari. 

The sphoṭa concept cannot be derived distinctly and clearly from the Pre-Patañjali linguistic 
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thought. Again I have seen a sharp distinction between Nāgeśa‟s philosophical thought and 

Bhartṛhari‟s philosophical thought. Nāgeśa claimed that sphoṭa is present in the particular 

rather than in the universal. Actually, Nāgeśa opined that sphoṭa arises from the experience of 

individual phoneme and he admitted sphoṭa in the particular. But Bhartṛhari claimed that 

everything possesses two elements namely, real and unreal. For him, the real is the universal 

and the unreal is the particular. The particular is subject to change and destruction but 

universal is eternal and immortal. The universal is the essence and the particular is its 

external manifestation. So, I think it is clear from Bhartṛhari‟s writings that he admitted 

sphoṭa in the universal and communication becomes possible because all of us share one and 

the same sphoṭa. Every word, first of all, means the class or the universal of that word, and 

then the same is superimposed on the particulars of a class or universal. Actually, sphoṭa is 

one but it appears to be many in the form of manifesting sounds.  We think it is very much 

like consciousness itself. Because consciousness is really one but it becomes differentiated 

when it illuminates different objects of the world. So, after discussing various views on 

sphoṭa theory and comparing them with Bhartṛhari‟s philosophical thought it can be said that 

Bhartṛhari‟s theory of language is based on the conception of sphoṭa which is said to be the 

object of the cognitions of each of the letters  though it at first appears in the form of a letter. 

After going through Śaṁkara‟s writings I have seen that Śaṁkara in his commentary on 

Brahmasūtra argued against Bhartṛhari‟s notion that the sphoṭa is directly perceived. He 

claimed that only the individual letters of a word are perceived and these individual letters are 

combined through the inferential activity of the mind into a word-aggregate. For him, there 

can be no question of degrees of cognition because the psychological process is one of 

inference instead of perception. Śaṁkara argued that the error of anumāṇa is to be overcome 

by a new inferential construction of mind or by super-conscious intuition of Brahman.  But 

Bhartṛhari claimed that the overcoming of error is a perceptual process admitting of degrees 
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of positive approximation. Thus the position of Bhartṛhari and the position of Śaṁkara are 

not at all analogous. Because in Śaṁkara‟s thought it is clear that the overcoming of error is a 

negative process of inference admitting of no degrees.  Again we have seen that Maṇdana 

Miśra in his Sphoṭasiddhi defended Bhartṛhari‟s view that sphoṭa is something over and 

above the phonemes. He claimed that when the phonemes are uttered then these phonemes 

manifest only the changeless sphoṭa which exists within the speaker and is potentially present 

within every hearer and when the sphoṭa is manifested then it reveals the meaning but the 

phonemes do no convey the meaning.  

However, after explaining the above mentioned views on sphoṭa theory of different 

philosophers it can be said that Bhartṛhari did not take into account of the controversy raised 

by the opponents of sphoṭa like Mīmāṁsakas, the Naiyāyikas and the vedāntins aginst 

grammarians.  Actually, Vākyapadīya is the earliest work in which sphoṭa doctrine of 

grammarians is expounded. This personality and fame of Bhartṛhari called forth opponents of 

equal calibre like Kumārila Bhaṭṭa and Vācaspati Miśra and supporters too of great eminence 

like Maṇdana Miśra. 
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