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HOW TO OBTAIN SALVATION THROUGH
LANGUAGE? BHARTRHARI ON
SABDAPURVAYOGA

Marco FERRANTE'
Sapienza University of Rome

Bhartrhari’s Vikyapadiya (st century AD) is a seminal work in the history of
Sanskrit grammatical tradition. It offers an original blending of linguistic and
philosophical ideas that will have a strong impact in the ensuing history of Indian
speculation. Among other issues, the work endorses the idea that language is ca-
pable to bring about spiritual consequences that goes far beyond the boundaries
of the ordinary experience. In a nutshell, language has a soteriological import. In
particular the article deals with a puzzling expression contained in the first chap-
ter of the work — sabdapirvayoga — which seems to embody Bhartrhari’s pecu-
liar conception of language as a tool for obtaining “salvation”.

If one were to identify an area in which the relations between language and
salvation are extensively discussed, India in its classical period would be a
worthy candidate. The amount of technical discussion on linguistic issues was
remarkable, and practically every philosophical school provided its own contri-
bution to this problem.

In classical India, at least in the brahmanical milieu, the term generally used
to convey the notion of salvation® is a Sanskrit action noun derived from the
root 7uc ‘to free’. Among others (such as mukti), the word most commonly
used is moksa, often translated as ‘freedom from’, ‘liberation’ or ‘deliverance’.
The very idea of liberation presupposes inevitably the presence of something
that constrains: almost all traditions have identified this factor with the mech-
anism of rebirth, which is propelled by the actions every individual has carried
out in his/her previous lives. The origin of this notion (sazzsdra is the word most
often used to indicate it) is still disputed,’ yet it is certain that it was a relatively

1 Iam grateful to Prof Raffaele Torella, Dr Vincenzo Vergiani, Dr Elisa Freschi, Dr Elisa Ganser
and Dr Paolo Visigalli for their valuable suggestions. Heartfelt thanks go also to Mark Schneider
for having revised the draft and for his insightful remarks. Needless to say, all inaccuracies must be
attributed to the author.

2 As explained in the introduction, the word “salvation” is used here in a very loose way. It indi-
cates any kind of religious and philosophical endeavour directed to improve human condition in
this life or beyond.

3 ‘The idea of a cycle of births is inextricably tied up with the karma theory, so that it is very
difficult to unravel the historical bonds between the two. Generally speaking, there are two quite
distinct approaches to the question. Some scholars believe that the ideas of karma and rebirth de-
veloped from notions already present in the Vedic environment; others that they were developed
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late innovation and that it played a minor role — or perhaps no role at all —in
the first period of Indian religious history, the Vedic one. At that early time,
dominated by the mechanism of sacrifice and in which even the idea of rebirth
was scarcely attested, the religious goal seemed to be a more concrete affair than
it became afterwards: the Vedic rites were not carried out to free man from the
restraints of ordinary life but rather to recreate and prolong its positive aspects
into the hereafter.

But this does not entail that the intellectual horizon of the early Indic man
was limited to pure materialism. A full account of what happened in that
first, ancient phase cannot be complete without taking into consideration an-
other seminal idea of the Indian Weltanschauung, the one conveyed by the
word dharma. This expression, attested before moksa," has a broader seman-
tic range, encompassing meanings like ‘religion’, ‘duty’, ‘order’ and ‘morality’.
Moreover, and more importantly for our purposes, dbarma is frequently used
to express the notion of ‘religious merit’ or ‘religious reward’. In such cases
the word has clearly some semantic overlapping with the concept expressed
by moksa: it is quite patent that to define exactly the boundaries between a
dbarma ‘religious reward’ and a moksa ‘soteriological fruit’ may turn out to
be a rather awkward task.

Yet, even if it is difhicult to disregard this semantic parallelism, mainstream
Brahmanism started to interpret the two concepts as having different meanings.
Eventually, both ideas were fixed in the well-known formula of the purusarthas
‘four purposes of men’s life’, in which dharma constitutes the third stage and
moksa the fourth.’

The dynamics between the two notions have been discussed at length and
both classical and modern hermeneutics have often stressed their antithetical
nature.® Assuredly both concepts concern regions that are beyond the tangible
experience of man, but they do operate differently. Dharma has been generally
interpreted as having a socially-oriented function, embodying a series of values
that are relevant only within a social environment. Moksa, on the other hand,
has been often explained as a purpose to be specifically cultivated on an indi-
vidual level, sometimes on the margins of society, under certain circumstances
explicitly outside it (cf. Gombrich 1988: 25-27).

outside it. A good example of the first interpretation is Tull (1989); for the second cf. Bronkhorst
(2007).

4 Olivelle (2009) has argued that the use of dharma is a late innovation in classical Brahmanism.
According to him the concept — present at first in Vedic literature and associated with the idea of
kingship — was borrowed later by the Buddhists to indicate Gautama’s doctrine. Only since then it
was reused in the Brahmanical field with the range of meanings reported below. In Vedic Brahman-
ism a semantic range similar to that of dharma was expressed by the term rza, cf. Gonda (1975).

s The definition of four purposes for human life is quite a late idea. Yet the presence of three aims
(dbarma, artha and kdmay) is older and already attested in the Manusmyrti (cf. for instance 7.100).

6 ‘There are important cases in which the opposition is felt so strongly that one of the two concepts
is dropped. For instance, in the older Mimamsa literature, up to Kumarila, moksa has no place at all
and the focus is only on dharma, cf. Halbfass (1980).
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Nonetheless this interpretation leaves some problems open. In particular, it
fails to explain how the two purposes work together within the aforesaid for-
mulation of the “four purposes of men’s life” (Malamoud 1994: 143-167): in
the light of the previous perspective, the two notions look more like alternative
values rather than two consecutive steps on the same ladder.

Is there a way to solve this problem? Basically there are two. A first possible
approach might consist in devising a hermeneutical strategy capable of integrat-
ing the functions of dharma and moksa on a theoretical level. Karl Potter (1991:
s—15) has provided a remarkable example of this method in his Presuppositions
of India’s Philosophies. His proposition consists in giving a slightly different
interpretation of the meaning of purusirthas, considering them not simply as
“aims”, but rather as “attitudes of concern” towards man’s ordinary environment.
In this perspective the two lowest purposes (artha and kima) represent atti-
tudes of minimal concern while the two highest (dbarma and moksa) denote
attitudes in which concern is maximum. A man who has reached the dbarma
stage — using Potter’s words — «sees the importance of treating the others as
himself but fails to generate the kinds of real concern which the man of passion
has at his most glorious moment. He sees himself as respecting others, as bound
by the concept of duty towards others» (Potter 1991: 14). On the other hand a
man who has experienced moksa «is confident of his ability to gain that which
he renounces but finds more mastery — greater freedom — in meeting the chal-
lenge of not exerting his power for gain» (Potter 1991: 15). Liberation is thus
seen as an act in which there is the utmost concern for the environment, but it
is not bound by duty, rather by self-knowledge and self-will.

An altogether different approach might consist in providing instances in
which dbarma and moksa are clearly treated as functional to a single soteriolog-
ical purpose, without necessarily providing a theory to cover all instances.

It is precisely this latter approach that I am following here. The particular
case I am proposing is a good example of how a specific school can develop a dis-
course on salvation preserving the notions of dharma and moksa, but redefining
them according to modified contexts. The case in point is the Sanskrit classical
grammatical tradition (vydkarana), especially the works of Bhartrhari, a gram-
marian and philosopher of language of the s century AD.” Bhartrhari made
substantial contributions to such fields as metaphysics and linguistics, but more
interestingly for us, also developed a peculiar discourse on soteriology whose
consequences are still not clear. His salvation theory is based on the assump-
tion that language, in certain circumstances, has soteriological capabilities.

7 Bhartrhari was a key exponent of a long tradition of grammatical studies (vydkarana) that
flourished in India at least nine centuries before his time. The tradition is known as the “paninian”
school from the name of its alleged founder, Panini (4! century BC). He composed an aphoris-
tic grammar of Sanskrit, named Astddhydyi, which was commented later on by two other pivotal
figures of the school, Katyayana (34 century BC) and Pataiijali (224 century BC). On the dates of
Panini, Katyayana and Patafijali cf. Cardona (1998: 261-268).
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Bhartrhari inserts the discourse on dbarma and moksa in a wider framework
consisting of a two-tier picture: the dharma stage corresponds to the level in
which an individual must comply with a set of specific rules (established by a
certain authoritative source, in this case grammar) and in the presence of other
persons. For the moksa stage, conversely, the presence of this communal sce-
nario is by no means required and the focus is totally on the individual. But
the critical point to be kept in mind is that the latter stage is not possible with-
out the former: the pursuit of #oksa is not reserved for people who are able
to bypass the social dimension of salvation. Only those who have fruitfully
practiced dharma can achieve it. As I will make clear later dbarma and moksa
work together towards the same purpose; it is thus totally legitimate to attribute
to dharma a soteriological role, certainly different from the one of 70ksa, but
equally crucial.

Now, since Bhartrhari’s considerations are based on preexisting views, the
first step toward understanding his point is to review the contributions on the
same topic by the authors who preceded him in the vyikarana lineage.

Inthefirstextantwork of thevyakaranatradition — Panini’s Astadhyayi — there
is no reference at all to the problem of salvation. That is not surprising. The
Astadhyayi is a purely grammatical text aiming to investigate the morphology
and the processes of formation of Sanskrit. The first vyakarana work that looks
upon language as a possible soteriological medium is Patafijali’s Mahibhasya
(“Great Commentary”). This text is a commentary on the Astadhyaiyi and, con-
currently, on Katyayana’s varttikas, composed about a century earlier. The first
part, known as Paspasihnika, is a sort of preliminary chapter in which the au-
thor discusses some general features of the science of grammar. Among these fea-
tures, he considers also the one discussed here. According to Patanjali language
has the power to produce akind of “extraordinary reward”. With “extraordinary
reward” he clearly means something that goes beyond the natural purpose of
words and sentences, that is to make human communication possible. The fact
is explicitly affirmed several times in the text. In doing so, Patafijali sometimes
highlights the role of grammar in the whole process: «a Brahmin should study
and know the causeless dbarma as the Veda with its six limbs; grammar is the
most important among the six limbs, and an effort made on the most impor-
tant thing bears fruit».’ Or: «the one who uses words following the science of
grammar is joined to blissfulness».” Sometimes he focuses on the importance
of using correct words, as grammar teaches: «the meaning is expressed by

8 bribmanena niskiranab dharmab sadangab vedab adhyeyab jiieyab iti. pradhinam ca satsu
angesu vyikaranam. pradhdne ca krtab yatnab phalavin bhavati. See Kielhorn (1880: 1).
9 Sdstrapiarvakab yah Sabddin prayunkte sab abhyudayena yujyate. See Kielhorn (1880: 10).
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correct words not by incorrect ones. Acting in this way leads to blissfulness»."°
Or the rather famous Katyayana’s vartikka that says: «while the use of language
in the ordinary world is prompted by meaning, the restriction of merit is indeed
established through grammar»."" In all the former passages the words used to
denote this “spiritual merit” are only two: the previously discussed dbarma, and
abhyudaya, generally rendered as ‘beatitude’ or ‘blissfulness’. Elsewhere in the
text one may find also other statements indicating the capacity of grammar to
bring about a spiritual reward (for example sastrapirvaka| prayoga) or vigyoga).
Nonetheless it is remarkable that they all point to a spiritual welfare that is
significant only within the sphere of sociality. That is to say within the dbarma
sphere. Unfortunately Patafijali does not specify in any way what this bliss-
fulness consists of and this might lead to the conclusion that in his view such
“spiritual merit” operates only on the concrete level, that community-based envi-
ronment which is the peculiar feature of dbarma. Still, this may not be entirely
true. There is at least one passage in which the Mahibhaisya is quite explicit in
stating that the merit produced by the knowledge of grammar transcends the
boundaries of ordinary life: «he who is an expert in a particular field and uses
words correctly, gains victory in the hereafter (paratra), but he is ruined by in-
correct words»."* The stress on the word hereafter and in particular the use of
the word jaya ‘victory’, might lead us to think that Patafjali was at least aware
of a different perspective in which the idea of transmigration was present, and
in which individual salvation had a more solid role.

Unfortunately this perspective is not explored further and in the whole
Mahabhasya there is no clear reference to the concept of liberation and no single
occurrence of the word moksa. Given this picture one can only make supposi-
tions: Patafjali lived in the period of the definitive passage from the old Vedic
ideas to the newer ones brought into Brahmanism by the sramana ideologies.
Therefore his ambiguous position on soteriology may have been caused by a
legitimate aspiration to remain faithful to the old brahmanical lore tempered
with the influence of the new emerging tendencies.

Bhartrhari composed his magnum opus, the Vikyapadiya (“Treatise on Sen-
tence and Word”), around the st century AD," roughly seven centuries after
the Mahibhaisya. During this time the paninian tradition somehow managed

10 Sabdena eva arthab abhidbheyah na apasabdena iti. evam kriyamdnam abbhyudayakdri bhavati.
See Kielhorn (1880: 8).

11 lokatah arthaprayukte Sabdaprayoge Sastrena dbarmaniyamah. See Kielhorn (1880: 8).

12 yas tu prayunkte kusalo visese Sabdan yathavad vyavahdrakdéle so ‘nantam dpnoti jayam paratra
vdgyogavid dusyati capasabdaib. See Kielhorn (1880: 2).

13 'The work consists of roughly 2000 kdrikds ‘stanzas’, divided into three main chapters. Four
ancient commentaries of the Vikyapadiya have been preserved. The oldest, known simply as Vrt-
ti, was traditionally attributed to Bhartrhari himself. Nowadays some scholars believe that the
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to survive, but no text has been preserved to our days. Bhartrhari had the histor-
ical merit of plunging the grammatical tradition into the philosophical main-
stream of his time, opening up for his discipline the possibility of discussing
theoretical problems that had been scarcely considered until then.

If Patafijali’s position on soteriology is somehow questionable, Bhartrhari’s
is certainly clearer.”* In the first chapter of the Vikyapadiya Bhartrhari reaf
firms the importance of language in gaining extraordinary rewards, with a set of
arguments that is not so different from that of the Mahibhaisya. To quote just a
few: «[grammar] is the first step of the ladder leading to liberation» (VP 1.16);
or «the correct words, acquired from cultured men through tradition, are the
means of obtaining merit>» (VP 1.27). Yet his speculation departs from Pataija-
1i’s when it shows a clear awareness that a soteriological goal can be pursued in
two different — but not alternative — ways. Strangely enough, the passage most
evidently in support of this idea is not to be found in the Vikyapadiya, but in
the only other work we are reasonably sure Bhartrhari composed, a commen-
tary upon Patafjali’s Mahibbisya, known as Mabibhisyatika.” This text, as
already noted by Subramania Iyer (1964), offers a very straightforward comment
on the question: at one point Patafjali asserts that «this collection of sentences
and words which has flower and which has fruit [...] that must be known as the
Veda».'* In his commentary Bhartrhari sets apart the expression puspita ‘which
has flower’ from the expression phalita ‘which has fruit’; according to him the
word puspa ‘flower’ refers to a “visible” benefit, namely to abbyudaya ‘blisstul-
ness’, while the term phala ‘fruit’ refers to an “invisible” one, that is tantamount
to the bliss of the nihsreyasa ‘final emancipation’.'” Now it is clear that the visible
benefit to which Bhartrhari is referring is the socially oriented reward peculiar
to the dharma sphere, while the invisible one indicates 720ksa. The jargon used
to identify the former is the same as in Mahabhisya, with all the typical expres-
sions (dbarma, abhyudaya, Sistrapiirvaka) attested in the Vakyapadiya. But the
real issue, the one that is worth discussing thoroughly, is the terminology used
to identify the latter, i.e. the maximum level of emancipation that corresponds
to the experience of moksa.

When one comes to the question of which term is chosen in our sources to
transport this meaning, the most likely would be a particularly puzzling ex-
pression attested only five times in the first chapter of the Vikyapadiya. This ex-
pression is Sabdapiirvayoga. At first glance it seems to be no more than a lexical

commentary must be accredited to a different author. All the contents of this article are based on
the traditional assumption that the Vr¢#i is Bhartrhari’s own work.

14 Some scholars have openly questioned that soteriology has a bearing on Bhartrhari’s thought.
For a collection of various positions cf. Bronkhorst (1995: 97-98) and Biardeau’s stance further on.
15 'The Mahdbhdsyatikd is preserved in a single manuscript in a badly corrupt form; it is not even
certain if it was intended as a commentary upon the whole Mahdibhdsya or just upon the initial part.
The text was edited for the first time in 1970 by Abhyankar and Limaye then by different scholars
between 1987 and 1991. Cf. Aklujkar (1993: 34).

16 so 'yam aksarasamdmndyo vakyasamamndyab puspitah phalitah [...] veditavyo brabmarasib.

17 dystadystabhyim abhyudayanibsreyasibhyam.
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variation of the already mentioned sastrapiarvakaprayoga. If so, Sabdapirvayoga
would be just another phrasing to convey the idea that merit is gained by the use
of correct words. But there are good reasons to think that this is not the case. In
the five instances in which szbdapirvayoga is mentioned there is no reference
to a merit that is gained through the use of correct language. Instead, in all
occurrences, the proper use of language seems to be just a preliminary notion to
whatever is meant by sabdapirvayoga. Let us consider the instances one by one.
The first occurrence of the term is in Bhartrhari’s svavytti on VP 1.14:

When one knows that the proper nature of language has an undifferentiated na-
ture one, through the suppression of sequence, attains sabdapiirvayoga."

The second occurrence is again attested in the commentary on VP 1.14:

Having reached a stage in which language is not mixed, one gets the pratibhai ‘in-
tuition’ which is the source of all linguistic phenomena. Through that intuition,
that is similar in nature to being, and through the cessation of the repeated cog-
nitions [of temporal and spatial distinction] through s2bdapirvayoga, one attains
the supreme reality that is the mere cessation of every transformation."”

The third occurrence is the only one appearing in a stanza, VP 1.20:

In that light the manifesting nimittani ‘causes’ of language, such as the letters of
the alphabet, appear like a reflection, because of sabdapiirvayoga®

The fourth occurrence is in the V7#i of VP 1.144 (Iyer ed. VP 1.123):

Through the repetition [of correct forms], having gained s2bdapirvayoga, and
having well comprehended the intuition, that is the source of reality, that is the
origin of the transformations of being, that is existence and that has the power
to be both the means of accomplishment and the accomplished thing, then the
attainment of ksema ‘supreme good” is assured.*'

The fifth and last occurrence is in the V7#i on VP 1.159 (Rau ed. 1.134):

Still, the word in its pasyanti form is not corrupted, not mixed and beyond the
range of worldly usage. According to the tradition of some thinkers that form of

18 Sabdapiirvam hi Sabdasvariapasyibhedatattvajiidne kramasamhbdrena yogam labbate.

19 so ‘vyatikirpdm vagavastham adhigamya vagvikarandm prakytim pratibhim anuparaiti. tasmdc
ca sattanugunyamdtric chabdapirvayogabhivandibhydsiksepdt pratyastamitasarvavikdrollekba-
matrdm pardm prakytim pratipadyate.

20 yatra vico nimittini cibndniviksarasmrteb | Sabdapiirvena yogena bhisante pratibimbavat ||

21 tadabhyasdic ca Sabdapurvakam yogam adhigamya pratibhdm tattvaprabhavim bhivavikdra-
prakrtim sattam sadhyasidbanasaktiyuktim samyag avabudhbya niyata ksemapraptir iti.
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the word is gained cither through grammar or through sabdapirvayoga, acquira-
ble through the knowledge of correct forms.”

Considering the baffling nature of the expression it is no wonder that scholars
have been troubled by it several times in the last decades. In her translation of
the first chapter of the Vikyapadiya Madeleine Biardeau (1964) systematically
translates sabdapirvayoga as ‘yoga de la parole’; a choice that might seem incon-
clusive but Biardeau (1964: 269-270) is quite explicit in negating any kind of
soteriological connotation in Bhartrhari’s thought; she wrote:

Il ne faudrait alors pas trop presser le sens des affirmations, d’ailleurs vagues,
concernant la délivrance, ni prendre sans plus de précautions 2 la lettre I’hémis-
tiche [qui dit]: il accede au Brahman supréme.

No doubt she provides a rather minimalist translation, but her choice is at least
perfectly fitting to her approach to the matter.

Subramania Iyer has frequently touched upon the issue of sabdapirvayoga
in his writings, providing substantial contributions. Among other works, the
1964 article “Bhartrhari on vydkarana as a means of obtaining moksa” is cer-
tainly the one where the matter is discussed most thoroughly. With his in-
terpretation Iyer establishes a sort of “classical standpoint” on Bhartrhari’s
soteriology, which is to some extent still influential. What does this “classical
standpoint” consist of? Iyer (1964: 126) starts his discussion pointing out once
again that there is a clear-cut distinction between the spiritual merit gained
through the correct application of the $ist7a and the attainment of the high-
est reward as conveyed by sabdapirvayoga: «the mere acquisition of spiritual
merit by the use of the correct forms of the word is not enough for the ob-
tainment of Prakrti or Para prakrti». Or: «whether it be Pratibha, Prakrti
or Para Prakrti it cannot be reached by mere knowledge and use of the correct
forms of words but only through sabdapiarvayoga>. But how should we inter-
pret the expression? According to Iyer sabdapiirvayoga is used by Bhartrhari to
allude to a yogic path that would eventually lead the practitioner to identifi-
cation with the supreme metaphysical principle, Brahman. This identification
is equal to the attainment of moksa: «[Sabdapiarvayoga] refers to some kind of
yogic path as a means of attaining Brahman or the eternal word». This yogic
path is characterised by the suppression of sequence, seen as a hindrance to
the realisation of supreme reality: «a necessary step in being united with the
one undifferentiated Reality is the elimination of sequence» (Iyer 1964: 126).
Moreover, according to Iyer, the path consists of a series of steps that from the
ordinary use of language leads to the awareness of the supreme principle. He
says: «[in all the passages of the Vrtti in which sabdapirvayoga occurs] there is

22 param tu paSyantirupam anapabhramsisamkirpam lokavyavahdrdtitam. tasyd eva vdco vyd-
karanena sadbhutvajiidnalabhyena va Sabdapiirvena yogena adhigamyate ity ekesam dgamab.
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an attempt to recognise stages in the process». These stages are expounded by
Iyer (1964: 127) as follows:

The aspirant, after having attained the unmixed form of speech, free from all cor-
ruptions, reaches Pratibha, identical with the mind, the source of all words and
meanings. It is also called Pasyanti. It is from here that the word descends into the
stage of differentiation, that it becomes associated with the activity of prana [...]
the aspirant goes from Pratibha or Prakyti to Pard Prakyti or the ultimate Reality.

In short, Iyer’s approach to the question can be summarised as follows:
Sabdapirvayoga refers to a graded yogic path whose main goal is to suppress
the sequence inborn in the ordinary linguistic expression and consequently
gain identity with the supreme metaphysical principle. As a result Iyer, in his
translation of the first chapter of Vikyapadiya, chooses to render the expression
in various ways but always stressing the idea of “union” with the metaphysical
principle (cf. for example Iyer 196s: 21).

Other scholars have followed Iyer’s main ideas (for example Varma 1976 and
Carpenter 198s), but a truly new contribution to the question came up only in
1995 with Johannes Bronkhorst’s (1995) paper “Grammar as the door to libera-
tion”. The article is remarkable because it proposes the first real alternative to
Iyer’s idea of a “meditative path”. Actually Bronkhorst does not deal directly
with sabdapirvayoga. He is a strong supporter of the idea that Bhartrhari did
not compose the }7zti and, since most of the occurrences of sabdapirvayoga are
in the commentary, I suspect that he simply judged sabdapirvayoga irrelevant
to Bhartrhari’s soteriological picture. Nevertheless the tenets in the article are
so broad-ranging, bold and innovative that I believe they are worth discussing.
After having discarded the idea that in Bhartrhari the soteriological issue is in-
significant Bronkhorst (1995: 97-98) begins his argument with an open criti-
cism of Iyer’s approach:

We can [...] discard the possibility that Bhartrhari advocated some sort of med-
itative way as leading to the ultimate aim. Nothing is said about that in the
Vikyapadiya, so that, if it played any role at all, then only a minor one.

Bronkhorst’s main concern is to show how the way to reach the ultimate reality
is indeed a kind of special knowledge: «it seems indeed wiser [than postulating
a meditative path] to assume that Bhartrhari expected some sort of knowledge
to do the job» (Bronkhorst 1995: 98). Now, Vikyapadiya mentions a very special
type of cognition: the intuitive insight proper of the Vedic seers. According to
Bronkhorst (1995: 98) this is a kind of knowledge which is «beyond the reach
of language, and has no external object>». The next logical step in Bronkhorst’s
argumentation is to identify this kind of special knowledge with the knowledge
necessary to reach the ultimate goal: «it would be reasonable to assume that pure
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knowledge referred to by Bhartrhari constitutes the insight which leads to libera-
tion». As for the way in which this intuitive cognition is gained Bronkhorst agrees
that proficiency in grammar has only a preliminary function. The real knowledge
is a spontaneous phenomenon that cannot be expressed through words and that
is beyond language. In the final part of the article Bronkhorst searches for the
possible origin of the idea of an intuitive knowledge capable of producing the
final emancipation. His conclusion is that Bhartrhari drew the notion from the
Buddhist sphere, particularly from the works of the Madhyamika school: both
sides share the idea of an ultimate reality that is free from conceptualisations and
language, albeit with some differences. To use Bronkhorst’s (1995: 104) words:

The highest reality for Bhartrhari is not emptiness [as it is in Madhyamika) but
like emptiness it is beyond the range of speech.

Now, both the approaches considered so far show a good amount of useful in-
sights but I do not feel that they are completely satisfactory. Subramania Iyer’s
analysis is, as usual, well balanced and pondered; his interpretations of a text do
not usually break fresh ground but he rarely fails to offer a reliable and faithful
reading. Yet, in this case, his main idea cannot be safely accepted. Iyer stresses
two aspects of sabdapirvayoga: firstly, he assumes that it is a meditative path
consisting of different stages; secondly, that it is practised in order to eliminate
temporality. While it is difficult to play down the importance of the latter as-
sertion, considering the importance of time in Bhartrhari’s metaphysical view,
the former idea, the really original one, is harder to defend. Bronkhorst is cer-
tainly right in pointing out that references to a meditative path leading to the
comprehension of ultimate reality are hard to find in the Vikyapadiya. More-
over [ may add that the quotations from Vrsabhadeva’s Sphutiksari® that Iyer
uses to confirm his opinions are far from being a sound argument. In particular
he quotes the following sentence: «Bhartrhari now explains the stages of this
obtainment of Brahman».** Now such a comment may well appear as a strong
indication that absolute reality must be obtained through a graded path, but a
closer reading of the commentary gives a totally different impression. The sen-
tence immediately following in Sphutiksara clearly supports a rather different
view: «in a first phase the word is known combined with corrupted forms. Lat-
er it is known as no different from those diversified forms; because these forms
are unreal» (Iyer 1966: 48, comment ad VP Li4). It is clear that the author is re-
ferring here to the two different stages of awareness already discussed, in which
the first and preliminary stage is the purification of speech through grammar

23 Cf. Iyer (1964: 126—-127). This commentary is usually known as Paddhati, but there are good rea-
sons to believe that its real name is Sphutdksard, as stated by Vrsabhadeva himself in the dedicatory
verses.

24 ekasyd eva brabmaprapteb kramam iddanim varnayan dha. This is the sentence in Iyer’s edition
of the Paddhati/Sphutiksara. In the article discussed here the text is slightly different: etasy4°.
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and the second refers to what is usually called “liberation”. The graded access to
the ultimate reality refers to the differentiation between the dharma stage (the
proper use of language) and the moksa one (the definitive attainment of Brah-
man). There is no reason to suppose that 7oksa stage must also be intended as
graded as Iyer implies.

Bronkhorst’s approach is quite the opposite of Iyer’s: his conclusions are, if
not revolutionary, at least very original. Let us consider, for instance, the strong-
est tenet proposed in the article, namely the idea that there is a kind of supernat-
ural knowledge whose mastering would eventually lead to the attainment of the
absolute reality. This kind of idea— Bronkhorst argues — has a nature similar
to the knowledge that the 7sis “Vedic seers’ have of the Veda, and it is beyond the
range of language. Now this second point is especially daring, and goes against
what is generally believed to be Bhartrhari’s most seminal assumption, the idea
that language pervades every aspect of reality. Such a strong assertion needs to
be discussed in detail.

The possibility of a supernatural knowledge is certainly admitted in the
Vikyapadiya®™ but the claim that this kind of knowledge is completely beyond
the grasp of language is questionable. To support his view Bronkhorst starts by
quoting VP 2.139.>° The verse is translated as: «what the seers see and what is
established in the [highest] reality, is not expressed in language, it is not based
on words» (Bronkhorst 1995: 99). The problem is that such a translation may
be misleading.  am inclined to believe that Bhartrhari is simply saying that the
knowledge of the seers is impossible to translate into the language of ordinary
communication. The focal point of this verse is the word szbda: it is true that
Bhartrhari very often uses the term to indicate language in the most general way,
namely as a cognitive, abstract structure; but in this case there is little doubt
that what he intends by it is concrete language, the words pronounced by every
single speaker in ordinary exchange. There is a further point that corroborates
this interpretation: the presence in the same verse of the word vyavahara, clearly
employed here with the meaning of ‘verbal communication’. The correct way to
intend the relation between the knowledge of the sis, the absolute reality and
the dimension of concrete speaking, is plainly expressed by the /7##i on VP 15:

The Seers who have an immediate intuition of merit see the word as subtle, eternal

and beyond the senses; wishing to transmit that word to the ones who do not have

an immediate intuition of merit, they hand down a fragment, wanting to commu-
nicate what they have heard, seen and experience as happened in a dream.”’

25 Cf., for instance, VP 1.38. For a detailed treatment of the “extraordinary cognitions” in
Bhartrhari and in a wider context cf. Torella 2012.

26 rsindm darsanam yac ca tattve kimcid avasthitam | na tena vyavahdiro ’sti Sabdd
lokanibandhbanab ||

27 ydm siksmdm nitydm atindriyim vdcam ysayab saksatkytadbharmdno mantradyrsab pasyanti
tam asaksdtkrtadbarmabhyo ‘parebhyab pravedayisyamdind bilmam samdmananti svapnavyttam
iva dystasrutanubbitam dcikhydsanta.
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Therefore the seers see the absolute reality, which is equal to the Veda, already
in the form of language. The intuition of the seers is already linguistic. If it had
not been so it would have been impossible even for the seers to transform their
intuition into the normal, audible language we are accustomed to use.
Another passage quoted by Bronkhorst to support this idea of supernatural
“alinguistic” knowledge is the rather famous VP 1.131 that says:

There is no cognition in the world that does not follow language. All knowledge
appears as if permeated by words.*®

Here the problematic term is world. According to Bronkhorst this verse can be
read in a sort of negative way: only worldly knowledge is permeated by language,
the supernatural one, the one necessary to obtain the highest reward, is not.
Now this interpretation would seem to be challenged by the subsequent stanza
(VP 1.132) in which the linguistic nature of all knowledge, ordinary and extraor-
dinary, seems to be reaffirmed:

If it is dismissed that what is an object of knowledge has a vagrupata ‘linguistic
nature’, then knowledge would not manifest at all, because a linguistic nature is
the basis of cognition (Bronkhorst’s translation).””

The Frtti is even plainer in the same passage in which the linguistic nature
of knowledge is judged so critical that it is compared to the capacity of fire to
illuminate, as well as to the presence of an antaryamin ‘inner controller’ in
consciousness.

Finally Bronkhorst (1995: 100) quotes a third passage in which he believes that
asupernatural knowledge beyond language is suggested. These are two verses (VP
2.233-234)"° from the second chapter of the Vikyapadiya; in them Bhartrhari
explains how real knowledge arises spontaneously. At the end of the second
verse he says: «knowledge, too, is inexplicable, it only appears to be obtained by
means of the science [of grammar]» (Bronkhorst’s translation). Now, here too,
Bhartrhari’s assertions seem to be less bold than they appear in Bronkhorst’s in-
terpretation. Real knowledge is not accessible (only) through the use of the in-
struments of grammar: grammar designates real knowledge indirectly. Of course,
this does not necessarily imply that real knowledge is completely “alinguistic™.
The inexpressibility discussed in the verse does not seem to refer to knowledge
in itself, rather to the fact that it is outside the purview of grammatical science.

So far I have tried to show that the two most influential treatments of
Bhartrhari’s soteriology, though insightful to some extent, are not completely

28 naso stipratyayo loke yah Sabdinugamadrte | anuviddham ivajiiinam sarvam Sabdena bhasate ||
29 vdgripatd cet utkramed avabodhasya sisvati | na prakdsab prakaseta si bi pratayavamarsini ||
30 Sdstresu prakriyibhedair avidyaivopavarnyate | anigamavikalpd tu svayam vidyopavartate ani-
baddham nimittesu nirupakhyam phalam yatha | tathd vidydpy andkhyeyd Sastropayeva laksyate ||



[13] HOW TO OBTAIN SALVATION THROUGH LANGUAGE 173

sound. Now the question is: is it possible to go further? I think that a close
reading of the occurrences of sabdapirvayoga, could lead to the following
considerations:

1. Sabdapirvayoga is always used in a context in which the attainment of the
highest reward is mentioned. Sometimes it is called parai prakrti (second pas-
sage of Vrtti on VP 1.14), sometimes ksema (Vrtti ad VP 1.123), sometimes
it is mentioned with the word pasyanti, indicating the highest stage of the
word (VP 1.134).”" Even VP 1.20, in which the supreme reward is not ex-
plicitly mentioned, suggests the same conclusion: the stanza in question
must be read in a broader context. The karikas from 1.18 to 1.22 constitute
a syntactical unit in which the attainment of the supreme good (Brahman
in this case, as affirmed in VP 1.22) is described. VP 1.20 seems to describe
Sabdapiirvayoga, highlighting its function: it is only through it that one is
prevented from considering the subdivisions of speech as real entities: these
subdivisions are no more than pratibimba ‘reflections’.

2. As already noted by Bronkhorst (1995: 101), the term is in two cases out of
five connected with the expression pratibha, a critical term in Bhartrhari’s
jargon, often translated as ‘immediate intuition’. Ashok Aklujkar (1993) has
convincingly shown that the original sense of the word is to be found within
the context of verbal communication. Pratibha is the knowledge produced
in a listener by the comprehension of the meaning of the sentence uttered
by a speaker; it is immediate, devoid of temporal sequence and prompts the
listener to act (cf. Akamatsu 1993: 40). Interestingly, in the second passage
of the Vrtti on VP 1.14 pratibhi and sabdapiirvayoga are virtually equated.

3. In the same context pratibha is said to be the “source of all differentiations”,
which clearly gives to the expression also a metaphysical and creative conno-
tation that must be borne in mind (cf. Tola and Dragonetti 1990).

What kind of conclusions can we draw from all this? I think that in treating any
aspect of Bhartrhari’s speculation one must take care to remember that he was,
first and foremost, a grammarian and a keen investigator of human language.
Keeping in mind this aspect, and the strict relation between linguistics, meta-
physics and epistemology, it seems reasonable to affirm that sabdapirvayoga re-
fers to some kind of “access” to the absolute reality and it is certainly a term with
deep soteriological implications. But how should we understand this “access™?
The presence of pratibhai in most passages is a fair proof that Bhartrhari is think-
ing of an intuitive and immediate act of cognition, not of a graded one. This
cognition presupposes the knowledge of grammar (that represents the dbarma

31 Bhartrhari distinguishes three different levels of vdc. Cf. VP r.159.
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stage) but the mere knowledge of grammar is not sufficient to bring it about.
It is useful to remember that when Bhartrhari talks about grammar, he is not
thinking of the actual grammar of Sanskrit but more generally of the method
of linguistic apoddhara ‘analysis’ that is independent from any, single, concrete
language; moreover, according to him every linguistic analysis, being based on
differentiation, is ultimately unreal. Hence the idea to which sabdapiirvayoga
refers must be a kind of cognition that transcends differentiation and temporal
connotation. But that does not imply that this cognition is alinguistic.

Finally, why did Bhartrhari choose to use this particular expression and how
can it be translated? I think that the answer to that question should be sought in
its association with pratibhi and in the strong parallelism between Bhartrhari’s
metaphysics and his ideas on the functioning of verbal communication. There is
a strong correspondence between the mechanism of a linguistic act and the way
Bhartrhari conceives his metaphysics. Even if this correspondence is sometimes
overlooked, it is in this case critical: just as on the linguistic level the meaning
of the sentence is grasped instantaneously with a flash of understanding and it
is the only real meaning that one is able to realise, similarly the cognition of the
ultimate reality, on a metaphysical plane, is instantaneous and allows one to
discard all unreal differentiations.

My suggestion is therefore to take sabdapiirvayoga as indicating the afore-
mentioned correspondence. The term might be translated simply as ‘[cognitive]
union that is based on language’ but bearing in mind some specifications. The
yoga ‘union’ is— quite naturally —with the highest metaphysical principle.
And its “being based on language” indicates a precise state of affairs: the cogni-
tive mechanism that leads to the comprehension of the absolute reality is iden-
tical to the cognition of the meaning of a linguistic expression. Such linguistic
expression is primarily a sentence, since according to Bhartrhari the sentence
is the fundamental element of the process of communication. In short, the
linguistic act works as a model for the cognition that leads to absolute reali-
ty. Following this path, Bhartrhari achieves a perfect symmetry between met-
aphysics and epistemology, even on a soteriological level: language is not only
the core feature of the highest reality, as expressed at the very beginning of the
Vikyapadiya, but also the blueprint of the cognition that is required to gain it.
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