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POINTS OF AGREEMENT AND DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE
VAKYAPADÏYA AND THE MAHABHASYA-DIPIKA IN THE

MATTER OF SPOTÀ

G.B. Palsule, Pune

Now that the publication of the Critical Edition of the Mahabhâsya-Dïpikâ
(henceforth Dip.) undertaken by the Bhandarkar Oriental Research
Institute, Pune, has been complete (i.e. as far as the text is available in the
unique Berlin Ms), it is possible to study this oldest commentary on the
Mbh. in a variety of ways. One of the lines of study could be a sort of
comparative study of the Vâkyapadïya (henceforth Väkyap. and the Dip.,
both assigned to Bhartrhari since Vardhamäna, the author of the Gana-
ratnamahodadhi, who says: bhartrharir vâkyapadîyaprakïrnakayoh kartä
mahäbhäsyatripädyä vyäkhyätä ca.

I am interested in the Sphota theory propounded by Bhartrhari since
a long time. I have much tried to understand this theory, but I am not still
sure that I have correctly understood it. Therefore, with the appearance
of this new edition of the Dip. I renewed my interest in this topic and tried
to ascertain what Bhartrhari has to .say about the Sphota in the Dip. In the

present paper I have collected his occasional statements on Sphota in the
Dip. (in all three, in the Ähnikas I and II), and have compared them with
his statements on the same in the Väkyap. Frankly, this is not an exhaustive

or thorough study: I have only jotted down points of agreement and
difference regarding Sphota in the two works and have offered a few
passing observations.

I. The fundamental thesis:

(1) The sounds, the revealers of the Sphota, and

(2) The Sphota, the conveyor of meaning.
In the view of both, the Väkyap. and the Dip., the physical sounds uttered
by the speaker do not convey any meaning directly. Their only purpose is

to manifest the Sphota which, the latter, conveys the meaning.1

Direct statements for the meaninglessness of phonemes are very rare in these two texts,
such as ke ein manyante yo vä 'yam uccätyate kramavän avarah / kaS cid anyah akramah
Sabdätmä buddhismo vigähate / tasmäd arthapratipattih / kutah? yathaivärthäntara-
nibandhano närthäntaram pratyäyayati evam svarüpanibatidhano notsahate pratyäyayitum
(Dip. 1.3.13-15) / Elsewhere there is no dearth of such express statements. Kaiy. for
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II. Some points of difference between the sounds and the Sphota:
According to both the Väkyap. and the Dïp. -
(1) The sounds are sequential (kramajanman), while the

Sphota is without any sequence (akrama)?
(2) The sounds are transitory (anitya), while the Sphota is

permanent (nitya).
(3) The sounds are transitory because they are produced

(karanebhyo vivrttena dhvaninä - Väkyap. I. 47), while the
Sphota is permanent (nitya) because it is only to be

manifested, and not to be produced (vyajyamäne tathä
väkye... Väkyap. I.90).3

(4) Therefore the sounds are called vyahjaka 'manifestor' while
the Sphota is called vyahgya 'manifested' (pratyekam
vyahjaka bhinnä varnaväkyapadesu ye I.88).4

instance says: vamänäm pratyekam väcakatve dvißyädivamoccäranänarthakyaprasangät,
änarthakye tu pratyekam utpattipakse yaugapadyenotpattyabhävät, abhivyaktipakse tu
kramenaiväbhivyaktyäsamudäyäbhävät, ekasmrtyupärüdhänäm väcakatve sarah rasah ityä-
däv arthapratipattyavisesaprasahgät tadvyatiriktah sphoto nädäbhivyahgyo väcako vistarena
väkyapadiye vyavasthäpitah [on the Mbh. 1.1.10.11: yenoccäritena säsnälängülavisäninäm
sampratyayo bhavati/].

Although Kaiy. expressly mentions here the Väkyap. in connection with the
meaninglessness of phonemes, I have not come across such an explicit statement in that
text. Still there is no doubt whatsoever that such a statement is implied there, since
otherwise it will take the bottom clean out of the argument in favour of the Sphota
theory. For the meaningfulness of the Sphota, see aparo'rthe prayujyate Väkyap. 1.44. jäter
arthasya pratipattih / etac ca arthasvarüpam /sphoto 'yam eva Sabdätmä nityah / Dip.
1.3.17,18 [ke ein manyante] yo väyam uccäryate, [sa] kramavän avarah / kaS cid anyah
akramah Sabdätmä buddhistho vigähate/ tasmäd arthapratipattih /(quoted above). Tatra
yadäyam paksah vrksädayah Sabdah kramajanmänah ayugapatkäläh vrksasabdatvâkrter
akramäyä abhivyaktihetavo bhavanti - tadä vrksaSabäatväd arthapratipattih /sä ca nityä

/ -tatra caitaduktam "ubhayatah sphotamätrampratinirdisyate, raSruterlasrutih"iti. Dïp.
I.17.4ff.

nädasya kramajanmatvät Väkyap. 1.48; Dip. I.17.4ff. na pürvo na paraS ca sah /akramah - Väkyap. 1.48.

Also: anekavyaktyabhivyangyä jätih sphota iti smrtä Väkyap. 1.93 yasyäpi Sabdavyaktih
tasyäpi nityah Sabdah / sa tu nädäbhivyangyah Dïp. 1.17.9 kramajanmänah -
vrksasabdatvâkrter akramäyä abhivyaktihetavah (Dïp. 1.17.4, 5)
Also: vyarijakadhvanibhedänupätena Vrtti on Väkyap. 1.46; nädah sphotam avadyotayati
Vrtti on Väkyap. 1.48; dhvaniprakäSite Sabde Väkyap. 1.83.
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III. Both the Väkyap. and the Dip. mention different views regarding
where exactly the samskâra (perfection) is effected by the sounds
which helps the grasping of the word (indriyasya, sabdasya,
ubhayoh)?

IV. Both the Väkyap. and the Dip. also state that the manifested
word (Sphota) only apparently seems to partake of the properties

of the sounds which manifest it; the Sphota, in reality, is
above the distinctions made by the properties of the sounds.6

indriyasyaiva samskäräh Sabdasyaivobhayasya vä /
kriyate dhvanibhir vädäs trayo 'bhivyaktivädinäm // Väkyap. 1.78

indriyasyaiva samskäräh samädhänärijanädibhih /
visayasya tu samskâras tadgandhapratipattaye// 1.79

caksusah präpyakäritve tejasä tu dvayor api
visayendriyayor istah samskäräh sa kramo dhvaneh // 1.80

sa ca nädah Srotrasyänugrahe variate/tadanugrhïtam Srotram Sabdopalabdhau samartham
bhavati /yathäksnor arijanam ity eke / apare sabdasyaiva /yathä proksanam prthivyä eva
na ghrâriasya / ubhayor ity apare / Dip. 1.17.15-17.

nädasya kramajanmatvän na pürvo na paraS ca sah /akramah kramarüpena bhedavän iva jäyate // Väkyap. 1.48

The Vrtti on this: asau [sphotah] ekatvam anatikräman samsargino nädasya bhedarüpam
upasamgrhnäti / (sequentialness)
pratibimbam yathänyatra sthitam toyakriyävasät /
tatpravrttim ivänveti sa dharmäh sphotanädayoh // 49 (number)
sphotasyäbhinnakälasya dhvanikälänupätinah /
grahanopädhibhedena vrttibhedam pracaksate // 75 (speed of utterance)
svabhävabhedän nityatve hrasvadirghaplutädisu /
präkrtasya dhvaneh kälah Sabdasyety upacaryate // 76 (length of vowels)
On this, Vrsabha: dhvanisphotayor vibhägäparicchedäd dhvanikrtam bhedam sphote
paSyanti.
Sabdasyordhvam abhivyakter vrttibhedam tu vaikrtäh /
dhvanayah samupohante sphotätmä tair na bhidyate // 77

prakäSakänäm bhedämS ca prakäSyo 'rtho 'nuvartate
tailodakädibhede tat pratyaksam pratibimbake // 99
The Vrtti: drstam abhivyahgyänäm abhivyarijakabhedänuvidhänam / tad yathä /nimnesv
ädarSatalädisu mukhapratibimbam unnatam drsyate, unnatesu nimnam, khadge dirgham,
priyangutaile Syämam cinaSastrayavanakäcädisv ädarSapramänabhedänupäti parimäno
bhedavikalpah / samkhyäbhedo' pi ädarSabhede jalatararigabhede ca drSyate süryädi-
pratibimbänäm /
Dïp.: yathädarSamandalädisu pratibimbäni dirghäni parimandaläni mahänti anyäni ca
drsyante, evam Sabdä api nädabhedena bhidyante / yathä salile tarangabhedena ekas
condro 'neka upalabhyate /pradipabhedäc ca chäyä bhidyate / ädarSabhedäc capratibim-
babhedah / tasmän niyatanädäbhivyahgyä nädavrddhihräsänuvidhäyino vyaktiSabdä api
nityäh (L17.11-14)
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V. Both the Väkyap. and the Dip. mention the different views held
by different linguists as regards what exactly constitutes the
Sphota. They are:
(1) The inner or mental word, the inner Word-principle which

constitutes the reality of every being (buddhisthah sabdah,7
antahsabdatattvamf

(2) The universal or the class notion (jätih, äkrtih)9
(3) A single word entity (vyakti)10

(4) The sound (i.e. the first sound) produced by the activity of
the speech organs (yah samyogavibhägäbhyäm karanair
upajanyate / sa sphotah Väkyap. I. 102)11

The first three make the sphota nitya while according to the last
view it is anitya, since it is produced (and not just revealed)
(anityapakse sthämikaranapräptivibhägahetulaih pmthamäbhinirvrtto
yah sabdah sa sphotah ity ucyate, the Vrtti on Väkyap. I.102).12

7 aranistham yathä jyotih prakäSäntarakäranam/
tadvac chabdo 'pi buddhisthah Stutinäm käranam prthak // Väkyap. 1.46
kaS cid anyah akramah Sabdätmä buddhistho vigähate / tasmäd arthapratipattih /
(Dip. 1.3.13-14)

8 Yad antahSabdatattvam tu nädair ekam prakäSitam /tad ähur apare Sabdam ...// Väkyap. 11.30
See also 12 below.

9 anekavyaktyabhivyarigyä jätih sphota iti smrtä /kaiS cid vyaktaya eväsya dhvanitvena prakalpitäh // Väkyap. 1.93

On this the Vitti: äkrtinityatväc chabdanityatvam äcaksänäh sphotaSabdaväcyärn
Sabdäkrtim äcaksate /
For thé Dïp. (1.3.13-14 and 17-18) see Note 1 above.

10 avikärasya Sabdasya nimittair vikrto dhvanih /
upalabdhau nimittatvam upayäti prakäSavat // Väkyap. 1.94
On this the Vrtti: anye tv äkrtivyaktivyavahäraprakriyävaidharmyäd ekam eva Sabdatattvam
nityam abhivyajyata ity ähuh /
Dip. (I.17.9ff.): yasyäpi Sabdavyaktih tasyäpi nityah Sabdah /sa tu nädäbhivyahgyah /...
niyatanädäbhivyarigyä nädavrddhihräsänuvidhäyino vyaktisabdä api nityäh /

11 atha vä käryavad buddhim krtvä idam ucyate [viz. "ubhayatah bhavati" Mbh.] / tatra
käryapakse sphota eva samyogät, vibhägät, samyogavibhägäbhyäm vä nispadyate /yat tv
anurananam tac chabdata eva/ tena ya eväsau sphotasya nispädakah karanasya vyäpäras
tävata eväSrayanam / Dïp. 11.25.19-21.

Ila ya ete Sabdah kim te Sabdäkrtayah ähosvid Sabdavyaktayah iti... niyatanädäbhivyatigyäh
vyaktiSabdä api nityäh / Dïp. 1.17.3-14

12 Cf. also athäyam äritaro jriätä süksmavägätmanä sthitah /
vyaktaye svasya rüpasya Sabdatvena vivartate // [I.1Ì3]

Similarly,
api prayoktur ätmänam Sabdam antar vyavasthitam /
prähur mahähtam vrsabham yena säyujyam isyate //1.122



POINTS OF AGREEMENT AND DIFFERENCE 219

VI. Observations:
(1) It must have been seen that there is agreement on most of

the points concerning the Sphota in both the texts.
(2) Still there are some differences on a few minor points and

in the matter of preferences. Thus, (i) the Dip. speaks (foot
note (11a)) of the sabdavyaktayah (in plural). The Väkyap.
(1.94) is not very clear on this point. The Vrtti on it speaks of
ekam eva sabdatattvam (a single Word-principle) manifested
by sounds while on Väkyap. 1.23 it speaks of nityam sabda-

vyaktim. Vrsabha commenting on the stanza I. 94 introduces
it thus: apare tv äkäsagata ekah sphotavarna ity ähuh - avikä-

rasya iti.13 Though the author of the Vrtti and Vrsabha
speak differently about this Vyaktisphota as being either the
(inner) sabdatattva or external Sphota-phoneme, both of
them take it as a single entity which appears in the forms of
myriads of individual utterances. The Dip. however seems to
hold that for every word there is a different vyaktisphota (ya
ete sabdah kim te sabdâkrtaya ähosvit sabdavyaktaya iti I.
17.3)

(ii) There is a difference of preferences as regards the
buddhistha sabda vs. äkrti/vyakti. The way the topic of Sphota
is introduced in the Väkyap. beginning with the buddhistha
sabda (1.46) makes it almost certain that that is the author's
own view. The äkrti and the vyakti views, on the other hand,
are mentioned (1.93,94) casually at the end and dismissed
summarily. Exactly opposite is the treatment in the Dip.
where the buddhistha sabda is casually mentioned only once
(1.3.14) and, there too, this view is indifferently ascribed to
kecit\ - while the äkrti and the vyakti views are explained in
detail (1.3.15 ff; 1.17.2 ff; II. 25.21 ff).

(3) How is this difference in the preference to be explained?
One explanation could be that in the Dip. Bhartrhari was
commenting on the Mbh. Now, the Mbh. has in all probability

used the word Sphota only in a phonetic context.
Further, only two views, äkrti and vyakti, are mentioned in
this context in the Mbh. (Pratyähärähnika, Mbh. on Värttikas

13 Nagesa - sarvadhvanibhirekasya sphotasyaiva tattadrupena abhivyarijanät/(the Pradîpa:
ekaiväkäravyaktih on the Vär. ekatväd akärasya siddham / [pratyähärähnika])
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5 - 15. Vol. I. p. 16-18). That may be the reason why
Bhartrhari gives prominence to these views in the Dip. In the
Väkyap. on the other hand he is free to give full scope to his
own views. That is why he gives prominence to the
buddhistha sabda there. It is also probable that, if he wrote Dip.
first and the Väkyap. afterwards, his own views may have
been crystalised in course of time and so he stated the
buddhistha sabda view prominently in the Väkyap. He may have
mentioned the äkrti and the vyakti views briefly, because he
did not want to do any injustice to them by dropping them
altogether.

Friends, as I said in the beginning, I do not claim to have made any
substantial contribution to the subject under study. Still I may say this much:

(1) The statements in the two works regarding different aspects
of Sphota are near-identical (and may indicate a common
authorship, if, indeed, a proof of the identity of the authors
of the two works was needed), and

(2) the difference between the preferences as regards the exact
nature of Sphota (äkrti / vyakti vs. buddhistha sabda) may
indicate that initially Bhartrhari was under the influence of
Patanjali but in the Väkyap., free from that influence, he has

given his own view prominently.
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