Language and Grammar

It is said that for the great Greek civilization, Geometry was the core science. For the
older Indian civilization, Grammar (vyakarana) is the core science. It was the first science
to develop because it was needed to maintain and to understand the large body of
intellectual texts such as the four knowledge texts, the Vedas, the numerous
philosophical Upanisads, the prose Brahmanas, the sociological Dharmasastras and the

phonetic-linguistic Pratisakhyas.

India has been a knowledge society since the beginning, and for the Indian people
jnana, knowledge, is superior to action (karma) and worship (bhakti) and is considered as
the great purifier. However, another important view is that knowledge and action are
equally important. As the Yoga-Vasistha notes, for human beings knowledge and action

are like the two wings of a bird, both indispensable.

As India has always attached the highest value to knowledge and as all knowledge
is constituted in language (jnanam sarvam sabdena bhasate — Bhartrhari’s Vakyapadiya),
great value has been attached to the study of language in all its dimensions: sounds,
words, sentences, metres, etymology and meaning. As the world’s first text, the Rgveda,

avers:
gaurirmimaya salilani taksaty ...

‘language cuts forms in the ocean of reality ..." (1.164.41)

It is not surprising, given this primacy of language both as object and as means of

knowledge, that there is a long-attested tradition of texts and grammarians in India.
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1. Languages of India

Indian languages may be grouped into two major language families: Indo-Aryan and
Dravidian (see the map below). The largest one is that of Indo-Aryan languages spoken
mainly in the northern part of India. The second largest is the Dravidian language family
that includes languages spoken in the southern part of India, the chief ones being Tamil,
Kannada, Telugu and Malayalam. Languages spoken by small communities in the North-
East, the northern Himalayan regions and also in different small areas of Jharkhand,
Chhattisgarh, Andaman etc. belong to the Austro-Asiatic family while Kashmiri belongs
to the Dardic group.

SOUTH ASIAN LANGUAGE FAMILIES

[lIndo-Aryan Languages
[Ciranian Languages

[CJ Nuristani Languages

I Dravidian Languages

Il Austro-Asiatic Languages

I Tibeto-Burman Languages

[ Unclassified / Language Isolate

Languages of India and neighbouring countries
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While there are almost 1,600 languages spoken in India, the Eighth Schedule of

Indian Constitution accepts twenty-two as the official languages of India.

India’s languages use a number of scripts, though only about 30 of the 1,600
languages are written down. Some of the major scripts used in Indian languages,
including inscriptions, are Brahmi, Kharoshthi, Sharada, Devanagari, Dravida, Old Tamil,

Perso-Arabic.

Brahmi HOAD & 72482 |rF|?2O0L+dJYLIA?2LbLdT S HELEAC
Bengali |&|3T |57 ¥ | T $ W | T Y| ¥ 7 |F| 5T T |F|q| W T % Y ¥ % FNTFT © b
Devanagari A|q|a1 | U @ da g g g O | | q|cdI A o 0|9 'S A B 2 . 9|d T
Tamil  |ou s | 5 L a5 | L S L |w| & | F|lew| w|p|ewr u u & & |r &L
Kannada (@ |0 || & | & s|a| A T8 | Blo(b|(S(w| 3 T PR | D |g|o|I(2B |8
Telugu o || & | & o & | @S 8 oS Bd|w D e B D DD PSSO

IAST a |ba|ga dha dha va da | da tha tha ya ka ca la ma na na|sa pa pha sa kha cha ra|sa ta ta

Table showing the main letters of Indian languages, written in different scripts, starting with
the first Indian script, Brahmi. (IAST stands for International Alphabet of Sanskrit
Transliteration.) (Adapted from Wikipedia.)

2. Study of Language in India

2.1. In Rgveda, language is described as a revealer of true knowledge. Bhartrhari (5%
century CE), the great grammarian, says that knowledge and language are interwoven.
J.F. Staal has rightly observed that the Indian mind is obsessed with language and
philosophy.

And indeed language has been studied since ancient times, aspects and issues

such as:

(i) what is language,
(ii)  speech-sounds (varnamala) and sound patterns (dhvani karma),
(iii)  formation of words (pada-racana),

(iv)  classification of words (pada-jati),
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(v) process of derivation of a grammatical form of words,
(vi)  meaning and interpretation of words and texts,

(vii) language of literary compositions,

(viii) meaningin / of a literary work,

(ix)  relation between a word and the object it denotes, and

(x)  Sabda as the creative principle.

The study of language arose from the need to understand the knowledge texts
such as the Rgveda. These texts have been transmitted orally from teacher to disciples for
millennia. Though India had a scientific phonetic script (see table on Sanskrit consonants
further below), still knowledge was stored and transmitted orally. Six disciplines known
as vedangas developed to articulate and interpret texts: Siksa (phonetics), nirukta
(etymology), vyakarana (grammar), chanda (prosody), kalpa (ritualistic performances) and
Jjyotisa (astronomy). Out of these six disciplines, the first four pertain to language, its
sounds, words and forms, etymology and metre. These four are today part of modern

linguistics.
What is the Indian definition of language? Three features of language are:

(i) It is primarily speech. Consider our words for language: bhasa, vak, vani, boli
etc. All assert that language is speech (writing is secondary as it represents
speech).

(ii) It is the means of thought — thinking is not possible without language.

(iii) Tt constructs for each of us things, experiences, emotions and ideas by
naming them. With these we know things that are not present physically.
Someone utters the word ‘cow’ and we see in our mind the picture of a

particular animal and can describe it at length.



KTPI Class XII — Language and Grammar

2.2. Many statements have been made about language in the early texts. The Rgveda
distinguishes between ordinary language (bhasa) and good speech (use of language) that
should be used to speak the truth (5.44.6) and to say what one sees (10.35.8; 9.95.2;
8.59.3). A good speech is characterised by originality and creativity (not just imitative)
(6.76.12). 1t is sweet to hear (1.182.4; 2.21.6; 8.59.3), lucid, fluent (pravahamaya) and
clearly articulated (4.58.6; 10.98.35; 5.63.6). It should be used purposefully (1.164.10) and
should be rich in meaning (4.58.6). It should be thoughtful and capable of ensuring
welfare of the people (8.100.11). Language is ‘a great gift of gods to men’ and hence
should be employed with care (7.18.1).

In the Brahmana texts, speech is rooted in the mind: ‘Speech is preceded by the
mind because speech expresses what is comprehended by the mind’ (Paficavimsa
Brahmana). In the Upanisads, there are references to language about both the meaningful
combination of speech-sounds (words) and the meaning associated with them. In many
places, the Upanisads discuss the relationship of one’s own self and language: ‘The wise
should merge the speech in the mind (mana), and that (mind) in the intellect (buddhi), the
intellect in the Great Self (mahapurusa), and that (Great Self again) in the Self of peace

($anta-atman).’

3. Disciplines of Language Studies in India

Let us discuss in brief the four of the six vedangas that deal with language: Siksa

(phonetics), vyakarana (grammar), nirukta (etymology) and chanda (prosody).

3.1 §ik§5 (Phonetics)
Phonetics, the science of speech-sounds, developed in response to the need to preserve
and articulate accurately the Vedic hymns (mantras) in the oral tradition. Yaska refers to

this in his Nirukta. Phonetic study produced a brilliant understanding and a highly
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sophisticated analysis of the speech-sound structure and sound patterns of human

languages. Four aspects of the speech-sounds have been studied:
(i)  how speech-sounds are produced,

(ii) listing and classification of speech-sounds (varnamala, garland of letters or

speech-sounds, the alphabet),
(iii) sounds in context (sandhi), and
(iv) how a sound changes when it is spoken along with other sounds.

The diagram below shows the places of articulation of speech-sounds in the oral

and nasal cavities along with the articulators (active and passive):

ALVEOLAR/¥ NASAL CAVITY

~HARD PALATE

The Paniniya Siksa describes the process of speech production involving both the
mental and the physical faculties. When there is a desire to speak, a measured amount of
the life breath (prana) is retained in the lungs. Then this breath moves upwards in the
form of air stream, passes through the vocal cords (kantha) and sets them vibrating. This
vibration makes the sound audible. In the articulation of a vowel sound, the air stream is
allowed to flow without any obstruction through the oral and nasal cavities. Different

vowels are articulated through lowering or rising of the tongue and also through
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rounding or un-rounding of the lips. A consonant sound (vyafijana) is articulated by the
contact of the active articulator (such as tongue and lips) and the passive articulators

(marked above).

a) Places of articulation

According to Indian linguistic tradition, the places of articulation (passive) are classified
as five. They are (see the table below for examples):

e kanthya: velar

e talavya: palatal

e mirdhanya: retroflex

e dantya: dental
e osthya: labial

Apart from that, other places are combinations of the above five places. They are:

e dantosthya: labial-dental (for example, /v/)
® kanthatalavya: diphthongs (for example, /e/)
e kanthosthya: labial-velar (for example, diphthong /o/)

The articulators (active) are four:

jihvamala: tongue roots, for velar

jihvamadhya: middle of the tongue, for palatal

e jihvagra: tip of the tongue, for cerebral and dental

adhosta: lower lip, for labial
b) Efforts of articulation
Effort of articulation (uccarana prayatna) is of two types for consonants:

(i) Bahya prayatna: external effort
e sprsta: plosive, i.e. a sound produced by the sudden release or air after a
complete block (for instance, pa, ka),
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® ishatsprsta: approximant, i.e. when the tongue (articulator) is brought

very close to the place of articulation (for instance, ja),

¢ ishatsamvrta: fricative, when the articulator and the places of articulation

are brought close together and the air is forced through (for instance, va).

(ii) Abhyantara prayatna: internal effort

® alpa-prana: unaspirated or slight aspiration (for instance, ba)

® maha-prana: aspirated (for instance, bha)

e $vasa: unvoiced (for instance, ka)

¢ nada: voiced (for instance, ga)

c) Articulation of consonants

Articulation of consonants will be a logical combination of components in the two

prayatnas, effort. The table below gives a view upon articulation of consonants.

Sanskrit Consonants

. kanthya talavya miurdhanya |dantya ostya
AT (jiihvamula) |(jihvamadhya)|(jihvagra) |(jihvagra) AT (adhosta)
sparsa, svasa, alpaprana ka ca ta ta — pa
sparsam, $vasa, mahaprana kha cha tha tha — pha
sparsa, nada, alpaprana ga ja da da — ba
sparsa, nada, mahdprana gha jha dha dha — bha
sparsa, nada, alpaprana, . ~ _
anunasika, drava, avyahata na na na na ma
antastha, nada, alpaprana, _ a ra la va _
drava, avyahata y
usman, $vasa, mahaprana, visaraa ‘a sa sa _ _
avyahata g
ushman, nada, mahaprana, ha _ _ _ _ _
avyahata
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Classification of Speech-Sounds
Sivasiitra (also known as Pratyaharasiitra) is believed to have originated from $iva’s dance.

A text called Nandikesvara-kasika of Nandike§vara begins with the following verse:

nrttavasane natardajrajo nanadadhakkam navapafichavaram |

uddharttukamosanakadisiddhan etadvimarse Sivasiitrajalam ||

At the end of His Cosmic Dance,

$iva, the Lord of Dance,

with a view to bless the sages Sanaka and so on,

played on His damarii [double-sided drum] fourteen times,

from which emerged the following fourteen siitras.

& 2
séébkm’é‘h"\o

The table below is a classified list of Sanskrit speech-sounds that forms the first
part of Panini’s Astadhyayi. Sounds are grouped together (into sets) according to their

properties and are referred to / summarized by the first sound and the last. For example,
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the three sounds of the first group are referred to as an — such terms as an are called

pratyaharas and are an economical way of referring to a large number of sounds.

Phonetic Transcription Devanagari
1. aiun 3=30T |
2. rlk B |
3. eon TN |
4. aiauc o3|
5. hayavarat agae |
6. lan o7 |
7. fla ma na nanam STHUTAH |
8. jha bha fi 19757 |
9. gha dha dha s rased
10. jabagadada$ ST |
11. kha pha chathathacatatav APSSUTTT |
12. kapay FIT|
13. Sasasar oryaY |
14. hal 7T |

3.2. Nirukta (Etymology)

Nirukta is the science of study of the meaning of words used in texts. It was composed by
Yaska (9™ century BCE). It is a commentary on Nighantu, a classified list of Vedic words
compiled by Yaska himself. The text is composed in the form of a discussion. By the time
of Yaska, the language of the Vedas had become difficult to understand because many
words had gone out of use and their meanings were no longer clear. So some scholars,
such as Kautsa, argued that Vedic hymns are meaningless. So Yaska prepared a list of

such difficult words (Nighantu) and then explained their origin and meaning (in Nirukta).

10
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Yaska classifies all words into four classes: nama (nouns and pronouns), akhyata

(verbs), upasarga (prefixes) and nipata (indeclinables).

Method of explaining the meaning of words: Yaska takes a word and derives it from a
verb root (dhatu) on the basis of its phonetic and semantic similarities. For example, the
word paka, ‘a cooked dish’, is made from the root Vpac, ‘to cook’. He gives examples of

such meanings by quoting examples of use from various works.

3.3. Vyakarana (Grammar)
Grammar is valued as the most important discipline for the study of all other knowledge

disciplines.

The first attested study of language is a kind of lexicography, list-building — there
are many pada-patha, enumerations of the Vedic words. It is not possible to do this
without a knowledge of the grammar of language. These are lists of verb roots, prefixes
etc. This breaking-down of a continuous text into its parts such as sentences and words is
not possible without some knowledge of vyakarana, literally ‘an instrument of division or
analysis’. The scholars who prepared these lists of nouns or verbs were the first
grammarians. In Sanskrit, several such lists have been made for both compositional /

written (vaidiki) and spoken language (laukiki).

The tradition holds that there was a long tradition of grammatical thinking
before Panini. Panini (7" century BCE) in the Astadhyayi refers to the works of ten
grammarians such as ApiSali, Kadyapa, Gargya and others. Eighty-five grammarians

before Panini are known to us by name.

Panini’s Astadhyayi is a grammar of both the spoken language (laukiki) and the
compositional language (vaidiki). It is composed in the siitra (abbreviated and exact) style
and contains around 4,000 siitras. As these siitras are arranged into eight chapters, hence

the text is called Astadhyayt (asta-adhyayi, ‘eight chapters’). Then each chapter contains

11
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four subsections called pada (so a total of 32 subsections). It is the only complete, rule-
bound and comprehensive description of a natural human language. For the later

grammarians this grammar became a model for the analysis of many other languages.

Indian grammar analyzes language as a structure of five levels. The first level is of
varna, sound; the second level is aksara, syllable. The third level is of sabda, words that
are made of syllables. As in Yaska, in Panini’s grammar also, all words belong to four
classes: nama (substantive, i.e., nouns and adjectives), akhyata (verbs), upasarga (prefixes),
nipata (indeclinables). Upasargas are words such as pra-, pari-, which are used in the
beginning of some other word, a verb or a verbal derivative or a noun, to make a new
word that means some activity. Thus ‘anti-God’ means ‘not believing in God’. And nipatas
such as iva, na, ca etc., are particles which possess no gender and number and do not

change their form, words such as adverbs, conjunctions in English

The next level of organisation is pada (inflected words such as ‘boys’ which means
‘boy + plural’). Formation of pada from sabda is in the scope of grammar. A pada is formed

by a conjunction of prakrti (base) and pratyaya (affix).

Word formation includes derivation. All padas are divided into two sets: those that
are like nouns and those are like verbs. From verbs nouns can be formed and from nouns
verbs can be formed with the help of affixes that are called in grammar derivational
affixes, such as, -er in English which is used to change verbs into nouns: drive > driver.
Thus in Sanskrit, from the verb root Vpac (to cook), the noun pdacak (cook) is derived by

adding the affix -ak.

Sentences that meet the rules of Panini’s grammar are accepted as siddha, literally
‘ripe’ or ‘mature’. In English grammar, we say the sentence is ‘grammatical’. Panini’s
grammar has influenced modern linguistics via Ferdinand de Saussure, who was a

professor of Sanskrit at Geneva in the late 19" century. This grammar has also served as

12
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a model for grammars of many languages: Persian, Tibetan, Tamil, Prakrit, besides many
Indian and central Asian languages. On account of its appropriateness for computational
grammar, the Astadhyayi has come to be studied in the departments of Linguistics and

Computer Science.

Leonard Bloomfield in his celebrated book Language acknowledged the
contribution of Panini in the advancement of human knowledge: ‘The Astadhyayi of

Panini is one of the living monuments of human intelligence.’ (p. 11)

Depictions of Panini (left) and Patafjali (right) (source: Wikipedia). Note that Patafjali’s lower
body is in the form of a snake, which stands for Sesanaga, the mythical guardian of treasure:
Patafijali guarded knowledge, which is regarded as the highest treasure.

After Panini, there was a succession of thinkers of language, grammar and
philosophy of language: Katyayana (4™ century BCE) who commented on Panini’s rules,
Patafijali’s (2™ century BCE) who composed Mahabhdasya (literally, ‘The grand
commentary’), a commentary on Astadhydyi, and Bhartrhari (5" century CE) whose
Vakyapadiya is a celebrated work of philosophy of language and grammar. Grammar
influenced both philosophy and literary theory; thinkers such as Bharata (2™ century
BCE), Bhamaha (6™ century CE), Vamana (7"-8" century) and Abhinavagupta (9"

13
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century) composed works on language and the philosophy of literature. Buddhists and
Jainas were also deeply influenced by Panini’s grammar and composed Candra Vyakarana
(4™ century CE) and Jainendra Vyakarana (5" century CE) respectively. In the long
tradition of grammars and grammarians comes Nagesh Bhatta (1670-1750), who wrote

three books on the philosophy of grammar and is accepted as the final authority.

Theory of Grammar

Patafijali distinguishes between the principal purpose and the ancillary purposes of the
science of grammar. The chief purpose is to attain a mastery of the language. Other
purposes are: understanding the texts, ability to argue and debate and articulate
accurately the hymns and sacred verses. He also makes a distinction between widely
acceptable linguistic forms, standard usage, and forms acceptable only in a specific
region, dialectal usage. He accepts loka (the world of usage) as authority and accepts all
varieties of usage. According to Patafijali, the goal of grammar is to lay down dharma-
niyama, to show the standard usage. It restricts the choice to the best of the available
possibilities. Just as furniture can be made of all kinds of wood but teak is to be preferred
and hunger can be assuaged by eating the flesh of any animal but the flesh of only some
animals is to be eaten and all water is water but only Ganga water is auspicious, in the

same way, the intended meaning may be conveyed best by one of the forms.

The ‘desired result’ in language transaction is the successful transfer of meaning:
this is the dharma of language and towards the attainment of this dharma it is the
function of grammar to lay down niyama — dharma-niyama, restriction for an efficacious
transfer of meaning. He also refers to (a) mleccha-prayoga, the usage of the non-native
speakers, (b) apasabda, any of the dialectal variants, and (c) dustasabda, an inaccurate

usage due to physical infirmity or ignorance.

14



KTPI Class XII — Language and Grammar

Grammar thus establishes sadhu words as siddha and asadhu words as asiddha, not

accepted as standard.

After Patafjali comes the age of prakriya, re-ordering the rules of Panini’s
grammar to simplify it. The Siddhanta-Kaumudi of Bhattojidiksita (17" century CE) is a
prakriyad text.

Sanskrit grammar is also accepted in India’s intellectual tradition as a philosophy.
Sri Madhavacarya (13" century) in his Sarvadaréanasamgraha has a chapter on ‘Panini
Dar$ana’, Panini’s philosophy, one of the sixteen philosophies explained in that
important book. Bhartrhari’s Vakyapadiya (5 century) is the landmark work in the
domain of philosophy of language. Apart from this, many grammarians such as the
Buddhist Chandragomin, the Jain Hemachandracarya, Pali and Prakrit grammarians and
Tamil grammarians (Tolkappiyar and his Tolkappiyam) have immensely enriched the

traditions of language studies in India.

Today, Sanskrit Grammar is an important subject of study in most the major

world universities.

3.4. Chanda (Prosody)

The Vedas are also India’s first literary compositions and the Vedic seers are the first
poets. A major portion of the Vedic compositions is metrical. So the science of prosody
also developed in India in very early times. In oral traditions, prosody also helps to
maintain the text as it is. A change occurring in a versified text in course of time can be
easily traced as it disturbs the rhythm (flow) of the text. Sage Pingala, supposed to be a
contemporary of Panini, had composed a prosody text called Pingala-siitra or Chanda-
sutra. Of the many metrical arrangements, anustubh is the most frequently employed

metre in the classical Sanskrit literature and the epics Ramayana and Mahabharata have

15
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used this metre. Tamil metres are described in the Tolkappiyam. Apart from these, there
are various local metres in different Indian languages.

sokk

Comprehension

1. Discuss in your group the reasons for phonetics being a key aspect of language
study in ancient India

2. What is the meaning of lexicon? Frame more words using ‘lexis’ as the root word.

3. What is the term given to one who works on compiling words?

4. Refer to the above image showing places of articulation of speech-sounds in the

oral and nasal cavities: which of the six vedangas do they represent?

Activity 1

» Complete the table with four key statements about Panini:

Name Meaning / Function
1. Varna
2.
3.
4.
5.
Activity 2

» What are the principles which convert Language units into structures?

16
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Principle Meaning

Sequence and order

BN e

Activity 3

» Complete the visual below with the correct terms four classes of sabda:

upsarga

Activity 4

» What are the two aspects that complete a pada?

17
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Activity 5

» What are the two sets of padas? Complete the visual given.

Activities

» Make a list of twenty words from your mother tongue and any other Indian
language, which have nearly the same meanings / roots.
» Use the Internet to list the major stages of development between the following

scripts (you may refer to the

following diagram as a general e
374 C. BCE
guide):
o o 1 C. CE
e Brahmi and Devanagari
— - . . d
e Brahmi and Tamil script S AE
6" C. CE
8" C. CE
10m C. CE
12 C. CE
Moden T U7 @ o & e £  ewr em
e § o » ©o F X F =
5 8§ 2 3§ 2 8§ §
E 2 8 B8 s 8 - 5
z 8 7 = g
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» For the following pairs of concepts, list words from your mother tongue and at

least two more Indian languages:

® happiness — sorrow

e success — failure

e birth — death

» Panini’s Astadhyayi explains grammar in a systematic manner. For example one of
Panini’s siitras on the places of articulation says, akuhavisarjaniyanam kanthah,
which means letters a, kavarg (i.e. ka, kha, ga, gha, na ), ha and visarga, are called
kanthya or articulated in the throat). Now work in pairs or speak in front of the
mirror to understand Panini’s siitra. Refer to the table of Sanskrit consonants in

the above article.

Project Ideas

1. Prepare a multimedia presentation on the language families in use in India. Find
out how many languages are spoken by each student of your class; work out the
total number, and use this resource to make your presentation come alive with the
diversity and richness of the Indian language scenario. What does it tell you about
India and its people? How is the Indian linguistic scenario different from western
countries?

2. Discuss the following questions with your class:

a) How many languages do you learn at school?
b) How many languages classified as ‘mother tongues’ exist in India?

c) What is referred to as the ‘three-language formula’?

3. Look at the above map of India (‘Languages of India and neighbouring countries’)

and make a list of the languages and, wherever possible, dialects spoken in

19
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different states of India. You may form groups for different states; at the end,

compile information from all groups and draw your conclusions.

Extended Activities

» You have invited Panini and Yaska to preside over the Inauguration Ceremony of
a debating society. As Secretary, write your speech introducing your guests of
honour to the gathering. Make sure to highlight their contribution to the world of
linguistics. At the same time, speak about the objectives of your debating society.
Highlight the role of the society in providing opportunities to train learners in

models of desirable speech as highlighted in the Rgveda.

Further Reading

1. Yudhishthir Mimamsak, Sanskrit Vyakaranasastra Ka Itihdasa (Students’ edition in Hindi),
Varanasi: Chowkhamba Publishers, 1998.

2. Suniti K. Chatterji, (ed.), The Cultural heritage of India, vol. 5: Languages and Literature. Kolkata:
Ramakrishna Institute of Culture, 1978

3. The Astadhyayi of Panini, tr. Rama Nath Sharma, 6 vols, Delhi: Munshiram Manoharlal, 2002-
2003.

4, Kapil Kapoor, Dimensions of Panini Grammar, Delhi: DK Printworld, 2005.

Internet Resources

» Languages and scripts of India: www.cs.colostate.edu/~malaiya/scripts.html

» Brahmi alphabet : www.omniglot.com/writing/brahmi.htm

» Major Indian languages: http://theory.tifr.res.in/bombay/history/people/language/

» Indian languages: http://indiansaga.com/languages/index.html

% R
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Primary Texts on Language:
A selection

In the extracts below, references have been collected from Vedas, Upanisads, Brahmanas,
grammatical and philosophical and other foundational sources. They dwell upon the
nature of language, levels and states of language, relationship of language and the world
and thought, components of speech, purpose and function of vyakarana (literally,

instrument to analyse language, grammar).

Reflections on Language from Vedic Sources
(In this the goddess of Vak speaks in the first person:)

Through me alone all eat the food that feeds them — each man who sees,
breathes, hears and the words outspoken.

They know it not, but yet they dwell beside me. Hear one and all the truth as I
declare it.

... Imake the man I love exceedingly mighty, make him a sage, arsiand a

brahmana. (Rgveda, 10.125.4-5)

We shall discuss alphabet (letters-vowels and consonants), syllables, speech
production, pitch and intonation — [all in this chapter] $iksa. (Taittriyopanisad,

1.2)

These are ... apara sciences — the six Vedas, Rk-, Yaju-, Sama- & Atharva-, the
six auxiliary disciplines of Vedas, Phonetic, Ritual, Grammar, Etymology,
Metrics and Astronomy. These disciplines are not para knowledge which is

the means for moksha, the ultimate liberation. (Mundakopanisad, 1.5)
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Sthavira Sakalya says that breath is a beam, and as the other beams rest on
the main beam of the house, the eye, the ear, the mind, the speech, the
senses, the body, the whole self rests on this breath. Of this self, the breath is
like the sibilants, the bones ... the mutes, the marrow ... the vowels and flesh
and blood, the fourth part, the semi-vowels, so says Harsva Mandukya. ... The
human body is the divine lute. (Aitareya Aranyaka, 111, 2, 1)

*kk

In the extracts below, culled from various Vedic sources, first the four phases of language
are identified (Rgveda 1.164.45). The subsequent three passages (ii-iv), describe the role
of breath and mind in language. The fifth passage from Chandogyopanisad identifies
speech as an index of life and describes how speech merges in breath in the dying
moments. In the sixth passage, there is a prayer therefore that speech be preserved and

the text goes on to identify speech as a means of knowledge.

(i) Speech hath been measured out in four divisions; the Brahmanas who have
the understanding know them. Three kept in close concealment cause no
motion; of speech, men speak only the fourth division.

Here are these four divisions or structures of the language:

(@) Para: speech as unitary thought

(b) Pasyanti: collecting breath sufficient for projected utterance

(c) Madhyama: sequencing of speech and pushing the air column up

(d) Vaikhari: manifest / articulated. (Rgveda 1.164.45)

(ii) Lord! May my speech rest in my mind and mind merge into my speech! O
Lord, be visible and bring knowledge to my mind and speech. May the

acquired knowledge never leave me and with self-study I bridge this day and
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night. 1 will speak truth only. May the Lord defend me and my Teacher.
(Aitareyopanisad, 1)

(iii) He created Prana, from Prana faith, sky, air, fire, water, earth, senses,
mind and food strength, penance, mantras, karma and worlds and in the world

names also. (Prasnopanisad, 4)

(iv) Thus the substantial part of the later food is transformed and gains the
form of speech; mind originates from food, vital force from water, speech

from the tejas. Thus what have I said is true. (Chandogyopanisad, V1.4.5)

(v) A dying person recognizes the world until his speech merges into his
mind; when his speech merges into mind, mind into vital force, the vital force
into five and lastly this fire into the Supreme Deity. (Chandogyopanisad,
VI1.15.1.2)

(vi) O Lord, preserve my life, preserve my prana, guard my apdna, guard my
vyana. Presume my dyes, preserve my ears. Strengthen my speech with good
instructions. Satisfy my mind ... vouchsafe me light of knowledge. (Yajurveda

13.54)

*kk

May our speech, the giver of pure food that enables us to acquire knowledge,
possessing practical wisdom born of all sciences, be a purifier. May it desire
and manifest the glory of arts and crafts and noble actions, helping us to

associate ourselves with pure and righteous deeds. (Rgveda, 1.3.10)

O men, just as a lady doctor well-versed in the science of medicine ... having
mastery over Ayurveda ... stretches out the healing sacrifice, for prosperity

with [her] speech, so should not ye do! (Yajurveda, 19-12)
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O adorable and learned teachers and preachers as thou lead us on the path
with nobility of thy mind, teach us exertion with thy sweet and joyful words,
give us knowledge ... lay before us ... the noble arts performed by the sages
through wisdom and truthful speech, hence thou art worthy of respect by us.
(Yajurveda, 8.45)

O fair-tongued, preserver of various objects, make pleasant for all, the
commendable paths of rectitude, with thy sweet sermon and excellent
exposition. Develop the society and philosophical subjects with thy holy
thoughts and strengthen our innocuous worship through learned persons.

(Yajurveda, 29.26)

O Vedic speech, show us the path, so that observing the principle of

unification, we may thrive. (Atharvaveda, 6.94.3)

Kauntharavya says speech is united with breath, breath with blowing air, the
air with the all-gods, all-gods with the world of heaven, the world of heaven
with Brahman. This is the gradual union ... By speech are Vedas composed, by
speech these metres are strung. By speech friends are united. ... Now when we
speak, breath is in speech — speech then swallows breath. When we are silent
or in sleep, speech is in breath — breath then swallows the speech. They
swallow each other. Speech indeed is the mother, breath the son. He, who

knows this union obtains ... fame, glory. (Aitareya Aranyaka, 111.1.6)

Phonetics

Paniniya Siksa, (tr. & ed., Manmohan Ghosh)
A text on general phonetics describes the process of articulation of speech sounds.

Atma (the self) with buddhi (intellect) perceives things and sets the mind to an
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intention of speaking; the mind (then) gives impetus to the fire within the

body, and the later drives the breath out. (6)

(The breath which is thus) sent upwards and is checked by the roof of the
mouth attains to the mouth and produces speech sounds (varnas), which have
a five-fold classification — according to their pitch, quantity, place of
articulation, the primary effort (prayatna i.e. adjusting the articulator) and
secondary effort (anupradana, i.e. stiffening or loosening the vocal cords) . So
said those who were versed in (pronouncing) speech sounds. Learn this

carefully. (9-10)

Nirukta (Etymology)
The twin texts Nighantu and Nirukta of Yaska (9" century BCE) are the oldest extant work
on dictionary and expounding its meaning. The following extracts are from Nirukta that

tell about parts of speech and how a word is derived from its root (verbal).

The Nighantu and the Nirukta of $ri Yaskacarya (tr. & ed., Lakshman Sarup)

A traditional list [of Vedic words] has been handed down to us. It is to be
(here) explained. This same list is called Ni-ghantavas. From what (root) is (the
word) Ni-ghantavas derived? They are words quoted from the Vedas (ni-
gamah). Having been repeatedly together from the Vedic hymns, they have
been handed down by tradition ...

Now what are the four classes for words? They are the following: noun and
verb; and prepositions and particles. ... The verb has becoming as its
fundamental notion, nouns have being as their fundamental notion. But both

are dominated by becoming ...
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... there are six modifications of becoming: genesis, existence, alternation,

growth, decay, and destruction.

He is the bearer of a burden only, — the blockhead who, having studied, does
not study the meaning of the Veda. But who knows the meaning obtains all
good fortune and, with wrong act (papa) purged off by knowledge, attains

heavens.

Whatever is learnt without its being understood is called mere cramming; like

dry logs of wood on an extinguished fire, it can never illuminate. (1:1-5)
Now (we shall deal with) etymology.

With reference to this, the words, the accent and the grammatical forms of
which are regular and are accompanied by an explanatory radical

modification, should be derived in the ordinary manner.

But the meaning being irrelevant, the explanatory radical modification being
non-existent, one should always examine them with regard to their meaning,

by analogy of some common course of action.

If there be no such analogy, one should explain them even by the community

of a (single) syllable or letter;

But one should never (give up the attempt at) derivation. (2:1-4)

4. Pataiijali’s Mahabhasya (adapted from S.N. Dasgupta’s translation)
Now commences the science of words.
1. Which words are meant here?

2. Both the current as well as the archaic.
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Now, what constitutes the word in gauh? Is the word go that which
constitutes the object (viz. the animal) possessed of a dewlap, a tail, hump,

hoofs and horns.

No, says the Grammarian; it is verily the dravya i.e. the object.

Well, then, is the word go that which constitutes beckoning, moving and
winking?

No, says the Grammarian; it is verily the action.

Well, now, is that, which constitutes the white or the blue, or the grayish

or the brown, the word?
No, says the Grammarian; it is the quality, in fact.

Well, now, is the word that general feature, which remains unbroken
although the things are broken or which remains uncut although the

things are cut?
No; says the Grammarian, that is, in fact, the genus or the common form.

Well, what is the word in gauh then? Word is that which, when uttered,
gives rise to the knowledge of objects possessed of dewlaps, tails, humps,
hoofs and horns. Or, in other words, word is that sound from which there
arises the knowledge of things in the affairs of the world. For instance, a
person producing sound by mouth is addressed as follows: go on with your
words, or, do not talk words, or this boy is speaking words. It follows,

therefore, that ‘word’ means sound or utterance of letters.

Now, what are the advantages of learning this Grammar of Science of

words?
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The advantages are: preservation of Veda, ability to change the case and
gender affixes, the study of Veda, facility of knowing the

sense of words, and lastly, removal of any ambiguity of sense.

Knowledge of changing the case-inflection, is also an advantage: the
hymns of the Vedas are not uttered ... in all genders and cases. ... A man
who does not know grammar is not able to use their forms with changed
gender and case-affixes where necessary. Now ... there is a text that says

that a Brahmin should, without any motive, devote himself to knowledge.

Grammar has also to be studied ... to know words with economy of effort.

Grammar has also to be studied for the removal of doubts .... If one is not a
grammarian, one cannot determine the sense from the accents ... A
Brahmin therefore should not speak incorrect words; an incorrect word is
a bad word; we should study grammar so that we should not be utterers of

incorrect words. ...

The sentence beginning with dustah sabda [the translator is referring to
the Sanskrit sentence in the original text] means: a word with an
incorrect accent or an improper letter, becomes improperly used, and
does not therefore convey the required sense; such a word ...ruins the
speaker.... Grammar should be studied so that we should not employ

wrong accents.

The sentence beginning with yadadhitam means: words studied without
the knowledge of their sense, being only mechanically uttered by the
mouth, do not ... produce their effect, just as dry fuel does not burn unless

it is put into fire. ... A man who, in his dealings, uses words in their correct
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sense, being cognizant of the nice distinctions in sense, is always
victorious ... as he knows verily the proper use of words; if he, however,

used incorrect words, he meets failure. ...

The stanza beginning with saktumiva means: at the place where learned
thinkers with their intelligence purify speech as men sift barley from corn
with a sieve, friends behave with a spirit of friendship having the blessed

fortune staying inside their speech. ...

Which is the place referred to?

The place where they study Vedic speech and obtain knowledge.
Who are those learned thinkers?

Of course, the grammarians.

How do you say that they become fast friends?

Because blessed fortune dwells in their speech. The word laksmi (fortune)
is derived from the root laks to shine. Laksmi is called so, as by her shining

she is able to remove ignorance.

Now the exposition of the Science of words has to be given. ... How that
exposition has to be given — whether by expounding incorrect words, or
correct words or both ..., which is the better method out of the two? ... Of
course, the exposition of correct words on account of their small number.
The exposition of correct words can be done with a small effort; the
exposition of incorrect words is a difficult task, as every one of the correct

words can have many incorrect forms. ...

Well now, in giving the exposition of [correct] words, in order to know the

correct words, should each word be taught individually?...
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No, it is not necessary to do so, say the Grammarian. ...
Then how are these correct words to be taught?

There should be followed the method of laying down general principles
and exceptions so that with a comparatively small effort, a man would

learn bigger and bigger collections of words.
What could that method be?

Of course, the method of laying down general rules and exceptions. There
should be first given a general rule and then its exception should be

stated.

What kind of general rule should there be stated? So also what kind of

exception should be given?

There should be stated a general rule with a wide application, ... then a

specific exception to the rule should be given.

Well, now, what does a word mean? Does it mean the universal or

particular?
Both, says the Grammarian, are possible.
How can it be known?

Because the preceptor Panini has recited siitras of both the kinds: He has
laid down the aphorism[s] ‘general form’ as the sense of a word [and] has
written the aphorism[s] having in his mind ‘an individual object’ as the

sense of a word.

Well, is word permanent or is it produced [at the time of utterance]?
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The question whether word should be looked upon as permanent or
produced, has been prominently discussed in his work Samgraha by the
teacher Vyadi. The faults of both the views have been shown there as also
the advantages of both the views. The decision given there, after all, is
that in the Science of Words, Grammar has to be written either way,

whether the word be assumed to be permanent or produced.

But, how is this Grammar of the great teacher Panini composed? Is it
composed by the grammarian with permanence of word in his mind or

temporariness of word in his mind?

The Varttikakara [i.e., Katyayana, a 3"-century BCE commentator of

Panini] ... lays down:

. With word, its sense and their connection already given [the science of

Grammar proceeds].
A word is not incorrect simply because it has gone out of use ....

All such unused words are found in some area of language use ... words
[which are not used in a particular province] are in use in other provinces

... or in Vedic Literature ....

A man who uses words after studying the rules of the Science of Words
viz. Grammar, gains merit. ... Rules and examples together constitute
Grammar — usages or words that are to be explained, and rules that

explain them.

Grammar, Language and Knowledge

Bhartrhari’s Vakyapadiya, Brahmakanda, tr. K.A. Subramania Iyer
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Anadinidhanam Brahma $abdatattvam yadaksaram
Vivartate'rthabhavena prakriya jagato yatah (1.1)

The Brahman who is without beginning or end, whose very essence is the
word, who is the cause of the manifested sounds, who appears as the many

objects, from whom the creation of the world proceeds.

4, In the words which are expressive , the learned discern two elements: one
is the essential word in the mind which, the other, is used to convey the

meaning.

45, That there is an essential difference between them is the view of some
followers of tradition. Other hand, some think that they are one but appear to

be different owing to difference in the point of view.

46. Just as the fire which is within the churn sticks is the cause of the other
fire [which is kindled], similarly, the word which is in the mind [of the

speaker] becomes the cause of the different expressive words.

48. Just as a reflection, found elsewhere [as in water] seems to have
movement because of the movement of water, such is the relation between

the word in the mind and the words actually spoken and heard.

49, Just as the mind of the speaker first turns towards the words, in the same

way, the attention of the hearers also is first directed towards them.

50. Just as light has two powers, that of being revealed and that of being the

revealer, similarly, all words have two distinct powers.

51. No meaning is conveyed by words which have not themselves become the

objects of knowledge.
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Comprehension

1. Elaborate on the metaphor used by Sthavira Sakalya to describe centrality of
breath.

2. What according to the Rgveda are the four divisions or structures of the

language?
3. What are the objectives of studying grammar, according to Patafijali?

4. XYZ has to appear for a competitive examination. The vocabulary section
has a list of 600 words. XYZ has memorized the meanings of the 600 words,
but has not learned to use them in actual context. Refer to yadadhitam in

Patafjali’s Mahabhasya and comment.
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