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Chapter - V                 Study of Sphoṭa 

 

The present chapter of my dissertation is entitled as “Study of Sphoṭa”. As title 

suggests, the chapter is a critical discussion of Sphoṭa which is a cardinal principal 

of Philosophy of Sanskrit Grammar. In this chapter, I will give an overview of 

Sphoṭa which is also known as Śabdabrahma according to PLM.  

 

V. I Origin and development of Sphoṭa theory 

Just as there is importance of  in Nyāya school of philosophy and  in 

Vedānta school of philosophy, in the same way  is very important from the 

point of view of Philosophy of Grammar. In fact, the philosophical approach of 

the Grammarians has been fixed on the basis of . Philosophy of Grammar 

cannot even be imagined until  is considered. The discussion of  is not 

found in s, s, s etc., nor any theory has been described in this 

way. 

 

In most of the Philosophy of Grammar texts,  is presented from the two 

different perspectives. The first shows  as a root to understand the meanings 

of the uttered words. Later, it is considered as a cause of the origin of the universe. 

First such word  is found in the  of Paṇini. As he mentioned 

230, shows the name of . It is believed that he was a pre-

pāṇinian scholar who rendered the theory of Sphoṭa. Maybe under circumstances, 

it has not been so popular in Paṇinian time. But in the absence of valid evidence, 

this hypothesis does not get any concrete stand. Later, the scholars like Patañjali, 

Kātyāyana, Bhartṛhari, Kaunḍabhaṭṭa and Nāgeśabhaṭṭa reinstated the theory of 

 
230 Panini, Aṣhṭadhyāyī, 6-1-123 
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. The tradition and literature related  theory is discussed further in this 

chapter. 

 

V.II References to Sphoṭa in Vedic literature 

There must have been a time when this  theory was very popular among 

scholars and s. The theory is discussed in Vedic literature, other scriptures 

and Purāṇas. A very famous hymn of  presents  in a beautiful way. 

Dr. Gaurinath Shastri has given beautiful interpretation in his text, originally from 

the pen of Bharatamiśra in his . He interprets that: 

 

“  unfolds itself in its naked glory to the men who has 

made both intensive study of the Science of Grammar and has 

been able to shake off his ignorance by meditating on word, 

sense, and cognition. Such a man alone realizes that what we 

call mountains and rivers is nothing but the formal 

transformation of . It is he who understands that, from 

the metaphysical point of view, letters do not constitute word 

or sentence.232” 

 

Maṇḍanmiśra also established the theory of  on the basis of s. As he said 

in his : -  

 

Study in the Dialectics of Sphoṭa, P. 79  
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The , commentary of  testifies above that: 

 

Patañjali has mentioned some hymns of  in his , which praise 

Grammar, its form and the greatness of speech. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4.  

 

If hymns like  and  are considered to be the 

originators of , then it would be appropriate because Nāgeśa has tried to 

connect the word  with  etc. four types of speech with . 

 

Along with this, Dr. Kalikaprasad Shukla sees certain hymns of s related 

to speech as the source of  as following: 

 

Sphoṭasiddhi with Gopālikā commentary, P. 261 

op, cit, P. 262 
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236 

 

In the  of Rigveda, the explanation of the element of speech i.e., the word 

 has been presented which is following: 

(I travel with the s, the s, the s and the gods of the world. I hold both 

 and , I also hold  and  and both the s.) 

 

The origin of the universe is from speech itself; this is also explained further in 

this hymn: 

I inspire in the brain of this creation its father, the word-form . I live in the 

depths of the ocean. The whole world has originated from me. I touch heaven 

with my body. 
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, clearly accepting the authority of , which is as follow: 

(That is, speech itself is the form of Parabrahma.) 

 also has the same opinion. In the , Kṛṣṇa has called 

 itself as .  

Explaining the nature of this  or , Kṛṣṇa said that: 

 

(Om this one letter is the form of Brahma.)  

 

Yāska in  addresses the word by names like ,  etc. and calls 

it ,  etc238. 

 

The explanation of Vyāsa in  about  is very original and scientific 

which is as follow: 

According to Daṇḍi, if there was no light in the form of , then there would 

have been darkness in the form of ignorance in all the three worlds239. 
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Vyāsa has given a detailed description of Sphoṭa in the twelfth book of 

:  

(When Brahmā was concentrated to perform the knowledge of the universe, then 

 (an intact sound) appeared from his throat. All human being can hear that 

sound by controlling all senses. That intact sound produced OM containing three 

syllables A, U and M. This OM is a pure form of the brahman. This OM manifests 

itself in the form of the Vedas and also manifests speech through the Supreme 

Soul.)  
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The ancient sages have given the word itself the noun of , being free from 

knowledge and being free from ignorance is known as . Therefore, according 

to Bhartṛhari, the study of grammar is only for the accomplishment of . 

 

(The study of grammar is necessary to attain the same , which has been told 

in various differences through various philosophy.) 
 

 

Nāgeśa has presented this  in the form of  in all his three s.  

 

V. III Etymology and the nature of Sphoṭa 

The term Sphoṭa is defined by several ways by different scholars. There are two 

etymologies of the word Sphoṭa found. 

 

- 

-  

 

The first means: the element which burst the meaning. The later means: the 

element which manifests by the syllables. According to the first etymology, the 

Sphoṭa is Vācaka (significant sound) and according to second etymology, it is 

Vyaṅgya (suggestive). Many other scholars have stated etymologies of Sphoṭa as 

below:   

- 

- 
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According to the above etymology, the definition of the Sphoṭa will be as follows: 

 

If a comparison is made of PLM with the other two Mañjūṣā’s VSM and VSLM 

regarding the rendering of the Sphoṭa, then it will be known that the subject of 

Sphoṭa has been discussed in a very detailed and clear in the VSLM. 

 

V. IV Views of Patañjali on  

Patañjali has presented the nature of the word in the very beginning of MB. He 

considered the word to be both  (phonetic) and  (explosive). 

In his view, the  form of the word is the main. While discussing its 

nature in the beginning, he mentioned that:  

 

That is, when it is pronounced, there is knowledge of an animal with neck, tail, 

hump, hoof and horns, that is the word. 

 

V. V Views of Bhartṛhari’s on . 

Bhartṛhari, thinking extensively about , has said that that which does not 

arise and does not get destroyed and despite being the cause of s, which 

appears in the form of meaning, through which the whole process of the world 

goes on, that  is . 
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According to him,  is unbroken, inseparable, eternal, monogamous and 

non-dual. The visible difference in it is due to differences in . 

 

Regarding the origin of the world, he further says that the world has originated 

from the . Sages have said that this entire world is the result of the  

and the world was created from the Vedas at the beginning of the process of 

creation. 

V. VI  in all s of Nāgeśa: 
As I mentioned in the introduction that the Nāgeśa has elaborated Sphoṭa in the 

two ways. One which is the main in providing the knowledge of the meaning of 

the word and the other which is the reason for the origin of the whole Universe. 

Nāgeśa has presented second aspect widely in the VSLM, and in the PLM, he has 

discussed the first aspect with short details. 
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In the beginning of the VSM, Nagesh has given a general introduction of  

element. Giving the etymology of the word , the first of the eight s 

 is discussed. After that all the seven types of s have been described 

at the end of the text. The VSM ends with the description of the . Nāgeśa 

have been followed the principles of Kaiyaṭa and Bhartṛhari while explaining the 

 in VSM.  

 

In the  commentary of VSM,  formed from  and  

has been described as gods Brahmā, Viṣṇu and Maheśa.  

(A, U and M, these three letters are the three forms of Lord Brahmā, Viṣṇu and 

Maheśa respectively.)  
 

 

2.  

After the , Nāgeśa has expanded the theory of  in a separate 

chapter. A question arises here that why did Nāgeśa begin the treatise with a 

general description of the Sphoṭa in the beginning. It is not only about the PLM 

but in the VSLM and VSM also, he did the same.  

 

To the answer of above doubt, we can say that since  is the cardinal principle 

of Philosophy of Grammar, Nāgeśa may have depicted it in the form of  

(Prologue). 
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The cause of word and meaning is derived from the transcendental , which 

originated to the . 

 

In this  form of , those who have a gross vision can see to have 

(diversity). According to hymns of s, that  is very subtle, it is 

inseparable from . It is One, , it is ever flowing everywhere in the 

various forms. 

Nāgeśa has rendered the  in the form of  and presented it to be the root 

cause of the entire creation of world. Due to the integrality of word and meaning, 

it is dual form  and . Apart from the s, the basis of various s,  

has also been presented in the form of . Regarding the origin of the , 

he presents his opinion as follows:  
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At the time of , all the living beings, the sufferer and the 

enjoyer, get dissolve in  and  gets absorbed in the 

supreme god. The intention of  is not destruction at all, 

otherwise creation cannot be originated. When the deeds of 

the living beings attain the mature stage from the immature 

stage, then God wishes to create the creation to give them the 

fruits.  is the power of God's will to create. Unmanifest 

is generated from that  which has three such divisions as 

 and . From this , a state-specific  

mixed with consciousness, useful for the formless knowledge-

oriented creation called , is generated. It is the material 

cause of the origin of the universe. This is addressed by the 

names of  and  etc. 

V. VII Views of Mīmāṃsakas  

The chapter begins with a question that what element being dependent on  

(word-powers) cognise the meaning250. The previous chapter was about s. 

Now, the question seems very reliable in the beginning of the present chapter. 

Without presenting his own view, here, Nāgeśa refutes the views of Mīmāṃsakas. 

In the answer of this question, first he presents the views of Mīmāṃsakas and 

refute it. Mīmāṃsakas have given two arguments and tried to explain that letters 

and words are eternal.  
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In the  commentary, Dr. Tripathi says that: 

Among four types of speeches, Naiyāyikas have only 

accepted  speech. On the basis of that, they believe 

that words are ephemeral. Mīmāṃsakas believe that 

word is eternal though they have not accepted it as

. Therefore, to explain and expand Sphoṭa theory, 

in the beginning of the chapter, Nāgeśa has presented 

the views of Naiyāyikas and Mīmāṃsakas and then 

refuted it251.  

 

1. In the  Śabaraswāmī was asked that, what is the meaning of ? 

He said G, Au and Visarga, these letters convey the meaning with the help 

of s.252 

 

According to grammarian, above argument doesn’t get concrete stand. Because 

it is not possible to make each letter or word particularly meaningful. Otherwise, 

listener will hear the first letter of a word or sentence he will know the whole 

meaning of the word or sentence and except that first letter, pronunciation of all 

other letters will be futile.   

 

2. The group of letters conveys meaning with the help of 253. 
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It is also not possible because the letters are  (spoken) and  

(destructive) by nature. Because of this nature, letters cannot be in a group. Letters 

are ephemeral. When a letter will be uttered, it stays for a moment and during the 

utterance of second letter, first letter will be vanished. Moment is the smallest 

unit of time and it cannot be perceptive. Patañjali also discussed this nature of 

letters in MB254. 

 

Here, Nāgeśa also presents another reason for not considering letters as causal in 

understanding of meaning. If we consider letters as the cause, then such practice 

like  (before this letter or beyond that letter) cannot be done and all 

aphorisms of Pāṇinian Grammar will not apply anywhere. Therefore, it is not 

appropriate to consider letters or words as cause for verbal understanding255. 

  

V. VIII Views of Naiyāyikas 
Thereafter, Nāgeśa has presented the views of Naiyāyikas and refuted those. 

Naiyāyikas do not accept the rendition of  theory. According to them, crude 

form of words, suffixes, prefixes etc. are imaginary. The meaning can be known 

only through the whole word or sentence. In  also, this thing has been 

explained by saying ' ' NyāyaSūtrakāra Gautam is also of the opinion that 
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256 । It means those syllables which end with s are 

words.  
They have propounded the three options for considering the letters as ephemeral 

and are the reason of verbal understanding. 

 

1. When the speaker utters the word and the listener hears it, the  

(impression) of the utterance which he has heard remain in the mind of the 

listener. Through this impression, earlier letters are also absorbed in the 

pronunciation of the letters which are to be spoken after. For example, 

when a person utters a word “RĀMA”, he will utter these letters R, Ā, M, 

A gradually. 

 

The above option is not possible. Because the Naiyāyikas consider the word or 

syllable as perishable. It is produced and destroyed. So those cannot be 

manifested. If syllables do not exist, such an uninterrupted relationship like 

‘before this’ and ‘after this’ cannot be established in it. And knowledge of 

previous syllables at the time of listening is also impossible.  

 

2. In the second option the Naiyāyikas show the basis of ' '. That 

is, the sound or word of drum before being produced and destroyed 

continues to produce another word or sound in the same way until the final 

varna is heard by the listener, the first varna will continue to produce the 

same sound. In this way, the complete word will be manifested. 
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Above option is also unlikely. Because the word will be manifested based on the 

above argument. And Naiyāyikas consider syllable or word as perishable. There 

is a paradox in their own opinion. 

 

3. A third option is that all the syllables heard before will have impression in 

listener’s mind. When he or she will hear final syllable of a sentence or a 

word, he will perceive whole meaning. Here the collective impressions of 

the earlier syllables or words heard by listener will help to perceive whole 

meaning have no specific conviction that it will happen in any order. This 

opinion of Naiyāyikas is mentioned in 257 and 

258. 

 

This above option should not be considered as there lies the lack of order of the 

syllables. The syllables recited earlier will be present at the time of listening of 

the last syllable and the whole meaning of the word or sentence will be perceived. 

Therefore, there is no special order in the earlier pronounced syllables. So, if the 

order is reversed i.e., there will be a change in the order of the varnas, then 

something wrong may also be meant. For example, by saying the word ,  

or by saying the word ,  meanings will be known. Patañjali also opposes 

this view of Naiyāyikas. 
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Here, if we believe the opinion of Naiyāyikas then the group of syllables which 

are produced and destroyed by nature are only words, then as many times as one 

word is uttered, the same word has to be accepted in different ways. If we 

pronounce the word  a hundred times, we have to consider a hundred different 

words of Indra. That is why the above comments of Patañjali makes it clear that 

the same word  is embodied in all s. In this way, Nāgeśa portrays the  

further by refuting the views of the Naiyāyikas and the Mīmāṃsakas. The  

itself by being dependent on the s becomes causes in . 

 

V. IX Views of Nāgeśa 

Nāgeśa has described  by refuting the views of the Mīmāṃsakas and 

Naiyāyikas. The  itself is the source of power and root cause in . 

Further, he has described four types of speech which are  and 

. An extensive discussion of these types of speech is found in the  

of Bhartṛhari. He has not accepted  as an independent form but considered 

it in . In which all kinds of disorders are calmed down. It is also 

described as  and  in the . It is a very subtle 

element. Therefore, it is also known as . In the PLM Nāgeśa has not called 

 as the root cause of the world but has described it only as the reason for 

verbal understanding.  
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Four types of speech 

In the answer of the question that which element helps to perceive the meaning 

Nāgeśa has described four types of speech which are described above. The detail 

description of those is being discussed further. He has given a verse in which the 

types of speech and their place in the body are given. The verse is as follow: 

 

1. 

Ancient sages and yogis believe that the  is the subtlest form of speech 

and this most mysterious element resides in the form of  in the 

 of the human body and it is also known as  and . This 

 is the cause of creation of the world and it is also called . When 

there is a combination of  (vital wind), it gets transformed into various 

forms like  etc. It is discussed further in detail in the views of 

VSLM. According to Nāgeśa,  is the form of . 

 

2. 

This type of speech located in the navel part of a body. It is also described by 

Bhartṛhari in  of VP. According to him, in the state of , the 
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speech remains undivided264.  In this,  (the relation of prior and posterior) 

remains unexpressed. It gets expression through the air coming up to the naval 

and it is only perceived by the mind. The mind with its power of contemplation 

remains especially active in this state. It is name  because it is the source 

of all substances and meanings.  

 

 

3.  

The पæयÛती for of speech comes to the heart and is known as . In this state 

of speech, the word reflects in the intellect with a specific order or shape. It can 

be perceived only by the intellect. Therefore, Bhartṛhari described it as 

. This  speech itself has been rendered as . In fact, 

the  and  states of speech are completely inaccessible to the human. In 

both these situations, the spoken word and the significant meaning cannot be 

perceived separately. Therefore,  is considered the cause for verbal 

understanding. In the VSLM,  has been explained as follow: 
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It means, the speech which is expressed in the heart and becomes the subject of 

the intellect which determines the word for a specific meaning is . In both 

the texts PLM and VSLM,  has been described as audible by self.  

 

 

 

In the PLM, it is described as not audible directly through ears but it can be heard 

through  (meditation) etc. It is not perceptible through the ear but through the 

intellect. In the कला commentary of VSLM, the following kārikā is found 

regarding the inaudibility of . 

 

4.  

The fourth type of speech is known as  because it resides in the mouth and 

everyone can hear this. In this state, speech becomes with infinite variations. 

According to Bhartṛhari, all those sounds which can be heard through the ears are 

. It is described in his own commentary on VP as follow: 
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It means, all those expressed, unexpressed, correct, incorrect words which are 

meaningful, considered as  but apart from those, sound of drums, flute and 

Veena are also different types of . In the above verse of place of speeches, 

the word वैखरȣकÖठदेशगा should be considered as metaphorically. Because, in this 

state speech also expressed by palate, teeth, throat, top of the palate and lips.  

 

Difference between  and  

Explaining the difference between  and  Nāgeśa has stated following 

kārikā:  

 

 

It means, the sound produced from मÚयमा speech gives expression to the 

meaningful word which is also described as èफोट.  speech is gross and 

everyone can hear it. But even before the appearance of , the meaning is 

already expressed by . Therefore, the  sound becomes meaningless 

like the sound of drum etc.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the  speech is not audible. It can be experienced 

through very subtle air flowing in the body or through chanting and meditation 

etc. In this way,  speech is the  (expression) of èफोट which is 

also known as .  
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Dr. Kapildev Shastri raised a question here that the  (vernacular dialect) 

has also been considered  of . So, what is the difference between 

these two  expressions. Above kārikā and its explanation also not found in 

other two , i.e., VSLM, VSM271.  

 

V. XI.  - The ultimate aim of Grammarians 

Further, Nāgeśa has quoted a kārikā from VP while propounding  as .  

 

This is the first kārikā of VP. Bhartṛhari has explained the nature of  

which is opined by Grammarians. Just as the ultimate aim of all the schools of 

philosophy is the attainment of  or salvation, similarly for Grammarians, the 

 itself is the form of Brahma. It is eternal, infinite and indestructible. 

Being present in every being’s intellect, it is transformed or manifested in the 

form of infinite meanings, substances and intentions, thoughts, imaginations and 

on the other hand, it appears in the form of all the external substances, objects 

and creations of the physical world. 
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Further in the VP, three more kārikās are found explaining the nature and form 

of the element  which are as follow: 

 

(  is one and ultimate, but because of its infinite and different powers, it 

appears to be many. Despite being integral with the word-powers, it appears 

separate from them.  (time) is the main power of it in which other infinite 

powers are dependent. This  is the supreme establishment of six 

 (modification of notion) like birth etc. which create mutual differences 

in matter or efforts. This  is the root cause of everything and it itself is the 

enjoyer, the subject and the enjoyed.) 

 

Apart from this, the entire first  of VP is about  only. Therefore, it is 

named . But the above kārikās from beginning clarify the basic nature of 

.  

 

V. XII. Eight types of  

As I mentioned in the summary of PLM, Nāgeśa has described eight types of 

65 in the very beginning. , being the ultimate aim and cardinal principle 

 

 2-4  
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of Grammarians, it has been described as the epilogue of the text. Those eight 

types of  are as follow:  

 

 

After explaining these eight types of  in the beginning, it has described as 

one in the main chapter.  

 

According to Grammarians,  is a formless element, yet it is expressed by the 

 (natural sound) of letters, phrases and sentences. Hence even that one 

 has different types like  etc. In the  (manifested) 

letter, word or sentence, the properties ( ) of the  (expression) are visible. 

For example, due to the reddish and yellowish color of red or yellow flowers, 

white crystals also appear red and yellow.  

 

This subject is also discussed with appropriate example by Bhartṛhari in VP. The 

kārikā is as follows:  
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(Just as redness having red quality is used for a substance having red quality as 

astringent, it is red, in the same way, because of proximity of the conjunction, the 

quality of red appears in clothes etc.) 

 

While propounding this he has again quoted Bhartṛhari as follow: 

 

(Just there are no parts in letters, similarly there are no letters in the word. There 

is no reality in abstracting the word from the sentence.) 

In such situation,  is considered for expressing the meaning of words. In the 

above kārikā Bhartṛhari has propounded the  (doctrine of varieties 

of words). 

 

But from the context in which Nāgeśa has quoted this kārikā here, it seems clear 

that he considers this kārikā to be an exponent of  (doctrine of oneness 

of word). Dr. Kapildev Shastri commented on that: 
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V. XIII. Two types of sound 

According to Grammarians,  is eternal, unbroken, one and indivisible and it 

is first expressed through the  speech. Further, Nāgeśa has divided the 

sound into two parts i.e.,  and . Among these,  is the first sound 

which  or a word is heard for the first time.  

 

 (natural sound) 

The etymology of  is . According to this etymology, what 

originated from the point of view of expression of the word is sound. The 

speaker produces the natural sound to express the  or in other words the  

itself is expressed in the form of the  sound. Nāgeśa has quoted again 

Bhartṛhari as follow: 

 

Nāgeśa has given the meaning of  as ‘ ’. It means the expression 

of  to convey the meaning. The etymology of  can be also like this: 

 (to be in the beginning).  
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In the  of VP,  has been called that, in the absence of which 

the nature of  cannot be known due to it being unexpressed277. 

 

 (modified sound) 

Nāgeśa again quoted Bhartṛhari by giving the definition of modified sound which 

is as follow: 

Above kārikā clarifies the difference between  and . As it is said 

that the धम[ (properties) of  is related to the property of . Here, 

question arises that, why the properties of  cannot be considered in . 

Above kārikā clarifies that, at the end of the expression of  the modified 

sound presents with its modifications. They do not appear together and therefore, 

the properties of  cannot  (wrongly attributed) to . Bhartṛhari 

commented the same in èवोप£टȣका of VP. 

 

 

Further, the definition of वैकृतÚवǓन is given in the èवोप£टȣका as follow: 
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(After the expression of a sentence or a word, the sound which continues to be 

heard for a long time till the sound ends is .)  

 

Difference between  and  speeches 

Nāgeśa has given definition of èफोट with appropriate example and shown the 

difference between  and . The sequence of expression of meaning is 

explained through the  from the point of view of both the listener and the 

speaker. Through the  speech, the word reaches the ears and from the ears 

it reaches to the intellect and heart and then it makes the listener understand the 

meaning. But from the speaker's point of view, sound is produced through  

and  voices simultaneously. 

 

If घटम ्आनय (bring the pot) is pronounced through the वैखरȣ speech, it will reach 

to the ears then to the intellect and heart. Thereafter, it produces the meaning 

through the consonants and vowels respectively.  

 

The person uttering the words produces sound simultaneously through  and 

. Nāgeśa has given the example of air and fire. When someone blows the 

burning charcoal and increase the fire, similarly,  speech is like a burning 

charcoal and it increases  speech and helps to understand the meaning of 

uttered words.   
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 (the generic property) is the real  

In the beginning of the PLM, Nāgeśa only mentioned the names of eight types of 

. But he has not explained all in detail anywhere in the text. At the end of the 

 chapter, he just mentioned that the among all eight types of ,  

is to be considered primarily. Because all other types of  are these are 

imagined only for etymological or scriptural process. 

 

Bhartṛhari also considered जाǓत (generic property) for expression and expressive 

meaning both.  

When someone utters the word  the meaning of the generic property of that 

word  i.e.,  will be understood first. Thereafter, the meaning ‘a pot’ will 

be understood.  

 

In this way, since only  is true, it should also be considered as the actual 

. Therefore, among the eight types of  mentioned in the beginning of 

PLM,  or  should not be considered as the cause of 

verbal understanding but  should be considered as the supporter of 

, which helps for verbal understanding. 

 

 

 


