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Sanskrit in between Prior & Posterior Hermeneutics: 
Śaṅkara’s Apophatic Depth-Grammar & its Contribution to Vedic Hermeneutics 

 
 

I INTRODUCTION 

I.A Śaṅkara’s Posterior Hermeneutics: Aims, Scope & Method 

 This paper attempts a revaluation of Śaṅkara Bhagavatpāda’s posterior-hermeneutics of the Veda, 

otherwise known as Advaita Vedānta, in light of both its contribution to as well as exploitation of linguistic 

and hermeneutic theory, already considerably developed in the Vyākaraṇa and Pūrva-Mīmāṃsā traditions 

respectively but re-conceived and re-applied in Śaṅkara’s establishment of naiṣkarmya (actionlessness) as the 

central teaching of Uttara Mīmāṃsā, and therefore, controversially, of the Veda itself1. Śaṅkara Vedānta 

is, first and foremost, a vākya-śāstra, in particular, an apophatic depth-grammar of the real, paying attention 

to which, according to Śaṅkara, liberation is inevitable2. The items requiring the keenest hermeneutic 

attention are nominal co-referentiality (sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam), special classes of verbs with their 

accompanying root clusters (√bhū-as-vid and √budh-jñā-cit) and the nominal sentence. As will be argued, it is 

the notion of sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam, taken over from vyākaraṇa, that comes to regulate the hermeneutics 

of the Uttara Mīmāṃsā of Śaṅkara, becoming indispensable as a primary cognitive means to liberation. 

That is to say, liberation is deemed possible only on the recognition of an apophatic depth-grammar that is 

the task of Uttara Mīmāṃsā to render transparent3. 

                                                
1 Pūrva and Uttara Mīmāṃsā do not merely attempt to explain their respective “portions” of the Vedic 
canon, the karma- and jñāna-kānḍas respectively, but subsume the whole Veda (āmnāya) under one 
overarching interpretive model. While for the Pūrva Mīmāṃsakas this is the Veda’s kriyārthatvam (having 
action and its results as the primary aim or purpose), it will be shown that the core idea of Śaṅkara Vedānta 
as a posterior-hermeneutics is niṣkriyatvam or naiṣkarmya (“actionlessness”) as the final purport of the 
whole Veda. Thus, paradoxically, for Śaṅkara, the causal, motivating and obligatory power of the Vedic 
word with respect to action is secondary and preparatory to the recognition of the actionlessness of the 
self, and kārakatvam (involvement or participation in action) is enjoined ultimately only as a means to 
realizing the self as akāraka. Of course, the distinction between jñānakānḍa (knowledge portion) and 
karmakānḍa (ritual portion) is itself an Uttara Mīmāṃsic innovation since, according to Pūrva Mīmāṃsā, 
whatever is purportedly the content of jñānakānḍa is explicable within and reducible to the kriyārtha 
paradigm of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā. But Śaṅkara’s posterior-hermeneutics does not merely stop at carving out 
a separate domain for the interpretation of Upaniṣad vākyas; it claims that the Veda as a whole ultimately 
conveys the truth of naiṣkarmya.  
2 It will be necessary to reassess the construal of Śaṅkara Vedānta as a philosophical system (subservient, 
in some way, to Vedic authority) or a metaphysical superstructure erected on a hermeneutic of the sacred 
word comprising a specific thesis about the nature and relationship of the individual (jīva), world (jagat) 
and god (īśvara) as grounded in the ultimate metaphysical principle of Brahman. Discussed further below.  
3 This does not discount the role of other elements active in Śaṅkara’s system, especially the complicated 
relationship persisting between śruti (revelation), yukti (reason) and anubhava (experience), not the least 
because Śaṅkara speaks of different kinds of reasoning, some more directly pertinent, others less, some 
effective, others irrelevant. As we will see, reason has its rightful place in rendering transparent the depth-
grammar spoken of above, but eventually gives way to the direct self-recognition of the hermeneutic or 
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 By the term “depth-grammar” I intend to direct attention to Śaṅkara’s presentation of the deeper 

semantics and morphology of various features of Upaniṣadic language. In uncovering such a “depth-

grammar”, he is only following the lead of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā, which claimed to uncover its own order of a 

deeper level of morpheme-, word- and sentence-level semantics (and morphology). The term “apophatic” 
tends to indicate its differentia: Śaṅkara Vedānta claims that Upaniṣadic words and sentences work (i.e. 

produce brahmajñānam or knowledge of Brahman/self) by processes of negation, retraction and exclusion 

that render transparent aspects of reality not accessible to positivist and empirical uses of language, but 

which are nonetheless available to an apophatic depth-grammar that co-exists with the surface-grammar 

mirroring the features of the world (saṃsāra). 

 Some attention has been directed to the hermeneutic and exegetical character of Śaṅkara Vedānta, 

its continuity with Pūrva Mīmāṃsā, and its exploitation and application of typically Mīmāṃsic tools of 

interpretation and analysis4. These efforts have questioned the construal of “Advaita Vedānta” as a mere 

philosophy or school of thought whose teaching can be extracted from its literary corpus and presented as 

an autonomous teaching or “position” on ontological, epistemological or other topics of philosophy proper. 

This paper attempts to build on this project by construing Śaṅkara Vedānta primarily as a tradition of 

sentential interpretation and analysis, with special emphasis on its linguistic basis and horizon. Signifiant 

progress has been made in this direction with respect to Pūrva Mīmāṃsā itself 5 , where it has been 

acknowledged that its central concerns (as well as philosophical worth) cannot be understood without 

acknowledging its much deeper immersion in its ritual context, its detailed exegesis and discussion of 

seemingly philosophically irrelevant ritual concerns and problems, than previously supposed. Scholarship 

on Uttara Mīmāṃsā, on the other hand, does not seem to be on par with its sister discipline in this respect.  

 For one the explicit ritual context of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā somewhat explains the (if only unjust) 

bifurcation of its “philosophy" and its exegesis of ritual performance, but in the case of “Advaita Vedānta” 
there does not appear to be any ostensible pragmatic concern driving the system except its emphasis on the 

knowledge of Brahman and its oneness with the individual self, which may be read (if not unproblematically) 

through a philosophical lens. But, as Clooney (1993) and others have pointed out, it would be a disservice 

to the tradition of Advaita to ignore the exegetical, even ritual, grounding of the tradition and portray it as 

primarily philosophical. Although I don’t concur with every one of his claims about the precise confluences 

                                                
rational object of investigation as one’s own self, implying the impossibility of persisting to maintain the 
investigative object (self/Brahman) at a reflective distance.  
4 Refer, for instance, Nakamura 1983, Modi 1956, Parpola 1981, Clooney 1993, Bronkhorst (ed.) 2007 
5 For instance, Clooney 1990, McCrea 2000: “Any serious effort to come to terms with the fundamental 
project of Mīmāṃsā will have to treat it as a system, rather than as an adjunct to the epistemological and 
ontological theories advanced in the Tarkapāda or as a collection of more or less unrelated observations 
on specific points of ritual procedure.” 
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and continuities of the two Mīmāṃsās6 or his reading of Uttara Mīmāṃsā as “theology” (as opposed to 

“philosophy”), this paper accepts and builds on his realization (Clooney 1993) that “though Advaita may 

appear much more philosophical than Mīmāṃsā, its articulation of theory and doctrine resides within the 

confines of Mīmāṃsā’s practical emphasis; it too keeps all theoretical and doctrinal pronouncements rooted 

in textual knowledge, and so persistently orients the understanding reader back into a world of practice.” 
But going further, it grounds its reading of Śaṅkara Vedānta in grammatical analysis, articulating a 

Śaṅkarite apophatic “depth-grammar” that is, arguably, the key to understanding Śaṅkara Vedānta’s real 

debt to and continuity with Mīmāṃsā.  

 At the same time, while the Vedic apologetics and ritual context of Mīmāṃsā have led scholars to 

under-appreciate some of its philosophical contributions (Arnold 2001), important aspects of Śaṅkara 

Vedānta remain sidelined or unacknowledged owing to the perception that its texture is primarily 

philosophical. Taking this as a point of departure, by paying attention to its grounding in vākya-śāstra, 

vyākaraṇa and mīmāṃsā, I intend to trace “the world of practice” in which the reader/listener closely 

participates in the text of Advaita initiating an ongoing process of self-transformation that, in fact, self-

reflexively deconstructs the “text” on which it is grounded (and its philosophical claims and pretensions) as 

much as it is supposed to transform the reader/listener. I leave the question open whether, and to what 

extent, it may legitimately be termed “philosophy” prior to its reconstruction as such, which unarguably 

has much to contribute to philosophical problems and debates. Lastly, most of the current scholarship 

tracing Advaita hermeneutics has paid inordinate attention to the so-called “mahāvākyas” (“great 

statements”) and the accompanying discussion of primary and secondary meaning (lakṣaṇa). Here I intend 

to follow a more holistic approach with respect to Śaṅkara Vedānta’s central interpretive tools and 

principles, especially in their relationship with Pūrva Mīmāṃsā.  

 A central hermeneutic tool of Śaṅkara, the principle of adhyāropa-apavāda 7 — assertion and 

subsequent retraction— ensures that any standing philosophical items (theses, definitions, concepts) 

successively detonate to produce a transformed sense of self-identity freeing the self from the causality of 

sorrow— the sense of agency and enjoyership born of ignorance (avidyā-kāma-karma-samudāya). In its 

application, as will be argued, Śaṅkara systematically expands the mīmāṃsā repertoire of hermeneutic 

                                                
6 Especially the reading of Advaita along ritualistic lines, and as centered on the “event” of self-knowledge. 
As illumining as it may be to understand the ritual basis of Upaniṣadic reflection (which is also emphasized 
in subsequent sections), my effort here is to demonstrate Śaṅkara’s revision and reconceptualization of 
ritual action as a significant rupture from its prior-hermeneutic conception. But Clooney grounds his 
interpretive claims more generally on the Brahma Sūtras and larger Vedānta literature, as compared to the 
system of Śaṅkara Vedānta that is the primary focus here. 
7  Outlined by Śaṅkara in the Gītābhāṣya: “Tathā hi sampradāyavidāṃ vacanam— ‘adhyaropa-
apavādābhyām niṣprapancam prapancyate’” (Gītā 13.13), and whose application may be discerned 
across his commentarial corpus.  
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theory, supplementing a pre-existent kriyāpara hermeneutics of process and action (of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā) with 

a niṣkriya hermeneutics of non-processual being, to the extent of claiming that Śaṅkara Vedānta represents, 

at least in principle, the dialectical completion of the science of hermeneutics initiated by the Pūrva 

Mīmāṃsakas by appropriating their own methods and principles and applying them for opposite ends, that 

is, for showing that the tātparya (central purpose) of the Veda lies in naiṣkarmya, and not the injunction to 

action.  

 Moreover just as Pūrva Mīmāṃsakas seek grammatical confirmation and resources, especially in 

the etymological, verbal, optative and morphological features of 1. Sanskrit language, and 2. Sanskrit 

grammatical tradition, to justify and establish the kriyārthatvam of the Veda, so Śaṅkara finds an alternative 

linguistic center of gravity— features of nominals, special verbs, nominal sentential analyses etc— to 

establish niṣkriyatvam as the final message and purport of the Veda. Together, the prior- and posterior-

hermeneutics thus serve to give a comprehensive account of the nature of Vedic language, in fact of 

language as such, each emphasizing one of two important functions language may be said to serve— 
language used to denote activity (the fundamental feature of the mundane and Vedic worlds, and which it 

is the primary function of language to represent) and, conversely, language used to indicate Being, non-

action and non-processual modes of existence, a somewhat underdeveloped aspect of the Indian 

grammatical and hermeneutic tradition— one may say, of hermeneutics more generally— and which 

eventually finds a sophisticated articulation in Śaṅkara’s posterior-hermeneutics as we will see.  

 Section 1 provides the historical background situating the tension that appears to propel Śaṅkara’s 

thinking. Section 2 attempts to delineate certain prototypical features discernible in the grammatical 

tradition as early as Pāṇini and his commentators that appears to rest on a structure of desire and action 

found in the Vedic tradition, and which Śaṅkara eventually attempts to dismantle. Section 3 looks at the 

local hermeneutic reappraisal of key grammatical concepts and tools utilized by Mīmāṃsā. Section 4 picks 

out the grammatical concept of sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam in its establishment as the Uttara Mīmāṃsā tool 

par excellence of doing Vedic hermeneutics (while also being crucial to the generation of brahmajñānam), 

and the implications of such a reversal. Pāṇini’s Aṣtādhyāyī (A) and its commentators Kātyāyana and 

Patañjali will form the basis of the analysis of the vyākaraṇa resources. Amongst Śaṅkara’s works the focus 

will be on sections of his commentaries on the Bhagavadgītā (BG), Chāndogya (ChU) and Taittirīya Upaniṣad 

(TaU) and the Upadeśasāhasrī (US), while the Mīmāṃsā Sūtra (MS) of Jaimini as interpreted in the lineage 

of Śabara and Kumārila will be the focal point of the Pūrva Mīmāṃsā tradition. 

 There indeed persists one systemic element not susceptible to the destructive operation of the 

adhyāropa-apavāda methodology, the ātman (self/nature/being), which, while only supposed to attest to the 

fact of first-person subjective experience and the universal experience of selfhood, undergoes a 

transformation in its meaning away from the ordinary ego (ahaṃkāra) to Brahman. Brahman, for Śaṅkara, 
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is only the barest elemental nature of the self, not some self-standing metaphysical principle as often 

construed. The “metaphysicalization” of Śaṅkara Vedānta, and Brahman in particular, may have a 

complex genealogy and may be averted by paying close attention to the inner continuity and development 

of the term “Brahman” from Vedic times (where it possessed a more dynamic sense) to its Upaniṣadic 

usages, and its apophatic appropriation in Śaṃkara (analyzed subsequently).8 Even the fact of the ultimate 

“identity” of self and Brahman, acknowledged as the central teaching of “Advaita Vedānta”, is interpreted 

as a metaphysical and mystical thesis about some underlying cosmic oneness or unity of the microcosm and 

macrocosm, subject and substance, self and nature or the subjective and objective poles of reality, hence 

obfuscating the simplicity of the identity— a simplicity and clarity exemplified in a phrase such as “the fig 

tree” which only mutates into a potential mahāvākya, a philosophical statement exemplifying a “hidden 

connection” or “underlying truth”, if it is denied that the tree was fig to begin with, and the natural concrete 

“unity” of the fig-tree is partitioned into an impersonal metaphysical fignness (Brahman) on one hand and 

an individual (ātman) tree on the other9. It is Śaṅkara’s project to restore the self-evidence of such a claim 

by overcoming the metaphysical partitioning of the originally undivided simplicity of the brahmatvam (the 

“being Brahman”) of the (individual) self, as opposed to its (self’s) kartṛtvam (being an agent) or bhoktṛtvam 

(being an enjoyer), the two foils against which the battle of self-identity is raged in Śaṅkara Vedānta10, and 

                                                
8 For one there is simply nothing parallel in the Upaniṣadic and Vedāntic literature to the discipline of 
metaphysics in the West, conceived of as First Philosophy in Aristotle and already articulated in the various 
per-Socratic speculations on nature (phusis). We do not see the Upaniṣadic thinkers speculating about 
matter, nature, first causes etc as autonomous objects of enquiry. The first element undergirding their 
reflections is steeped in ritual explanation and exegetics, the discovery of hidden meanings and connections 
in ritual action. Secondly, the search for hidden homologies and meanings entangled nature, ritual and self 
in complicated ways. The question of the being of the external world was never approached without its 
pertinence and presumed intimacy (even non-duality) with the being of the individual in a way that 
deliberately conflated the first- and third-person. Consciousness or cit, therefore, comprised the primary 
subject matter of “first philosophy” (if we went along with the term) as much as being or sat (the two, in fact, 
are never seen as apart in the Upaniṣads) so that any talk of Vedānta as “metaphysics” or Brahman as a 
“metaphysical principle” is misplaced so long as the central disciplinary object of metaphysics, i.e. Being, 
remains a detached third-person category one can speculate on without the immediate first-person access 
and existential intimacy presumed in the Upaniṣadic corpus (Brahman is, after all, the sākṣī, the inner-
witness, behind all perceptual and speculative activity), and insofar as other concerns— the ritual 
grounding, significance of meditation (upāsanā), criticism of action, means to liberation (niḥśreyas) etc— 
appear to take centerstage.  
9 Indeed as we will see, Śaṅkara takes similar examples (for instance, nīlāśva) as paralleling the structure 
of the mahāvākya, even if they are limited in their application to the self-Brahman relation : they are 
viśeṣaṇa-viśeṣya relationships, as opposed to lakṣana-lakṣya.  
10 Other layers of identification are also negated, but these two remain the most original and significant. 
One manner of parsing the various identifications is through the Taittirīya discussion of kośas (layers). The 
outermost are the physical body (annamaya) and prāṇa (prāṇamaya), followed by the antaḥkaraṇa or mind-
sense complex (manomaya), agenthood (vijñānamaya) and the innermost faculty of experience 
(ānandamaya). The last two would roughly correspond to kartṛtvam and bhoktṛtvam. Another way of 
parsing the difference is to construe them as affective, psychomotor, cognitive, vital, corporal. 
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owing to which it becomes essential to establish the self’s brahmatvam in order to counter the suffering 

(duḥkham) born of identification with agency and enjoyership, the prime concern regulating Śaṅkara’s 

entire posterior-hermeneutics: kartṛtvādi-saṃsāradharma-nirākaraṇena hi brahmaṇaḥ ātmatvopadeśaḥ, BSB 4.1.4. 

(“Brahman is taught as the self by way of the negation of agency and other worldly characteristics [in the 

self]”) 

 In other words, Brahman represents the niṣkriya (actionless) pole and agency-enjoyership the 

engaged active pole of the self, and Śaṅkara’s central task is to lead self-identity away from the latter towards 

the former with the aid of language. Śaṅkara, as his Pūrva Mīmāṃsā predecessors, conceives of his project 

in specifically linguistic terms, owing to their mutual commitment to the explication and defense of Vedic 

language and vedapramāṇatvam, the belief in the Veda as an indubitable and unique means of knowledge. 

The understanding the self as (the niṣkriya) Brahman is knowledge born of the operation of a valid epistemic 

means— pramāṇa-janya-jñānam— which specifically happens to be śabda (language/word). But of course, 

here, the two traditions diverge in their construal of what comprises Vedic language par excellence, language 

prioritizing becoming and futurity or, for Uttara Mīmāṃsā, language prioritizing presence and the present. 

For Śaṅkara the niṣkriyatvam of the self can be established by paying attention to such language (as found 

exemplarily in the Upaniṣads) and what it apophatically indicates (lakṣyate). 

 While Pūrva Mīmāṃsā applied grammatical resources to develop a hermeneutics articulating the 

former, Śaṅkara attempted to devise, what may be called, an “apophatic grammar” that exploited linguistic 

resources to establish the reality of niṣkriyatvam, a seemingly counterintuitive application given that Sanskrit 

especially, as we will see, is a language specially suited to denote process, and moreover because language, 

in general, may be regarded as unsuited to the task of denoting the ineffable, as Brahman is claimed to be. 

Śaṅkara only believes, however, that Brahman is beyond the denotation of words (vācyatvam), and not the 

indication of words (lakṣ̣yatvam). An apophatic depth-grammar, therefore, is in principle possible as a means 

by which language and linguistic resources may be wielded to establish the niṣkriya brahmatvam of the self. 

Such a grammar, moreover, is never left behind to enter “genuine” metaphysical or philosophical 

considerations. The discourse remains linguistically grounded with the liberating insight of the niṣkriyatvam 

of the self being of a primarily linguistic nature11. In countering the linguistic hegemony of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā 
hermeneutics he was overcoming an ontology, a deeply processual one, replacing it with an alternative 

ontolinguistic framework grounded in his apophatic logic. 

 Lastly, these considerations bear on the question of the correct nomenclature of “Advaita Vedānta” 
itself. Such a characterization, or others like brahmavāda, ātmavāda and māyāvāda may be misleading and 

direct attention away from what Śaṅkara’s teaching is really about. The first, “advaita”, typically serves to 

                                                
11 Without assuming, by terms such as “linguistic”, any simple demarcation between language (esp. 
understood as vāk in the Vedic tradition) and the extralinguistic, the “real” world.  
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distinguish his system from dvaita, viśiṣtādvaita and other systems of “Vedānta”— and therefore an 

intramural marker— while “brahmavāda” and “ātmavāda” serve to oppose his system to that of the 

Buddhists. “Advaitam”, whether it connotes non-duality (between subject and object), non-triplicity 

(between jīva, jagat and īśvara), non-diversity (amongst all apparently diverse objects in the world) or non-

distinction (abheda) between participants in action— Śaṅkara sees the negation of the multiplicity of kārakas 

as a crucial aspect of advaitam or non-dualism: Kartrādi-kāraka-kriyāphala-bhedavijñānasya nivartakam 

advaitavijñānam, BU 1.1. (“The knowledge of non-duality removes the cognition of the distinction of 

participants in action such as agent etc and the fruit of action.”)12— is on par with other significant epithets 

of Brahman (vibhutvam, nityatvam, sarvātmatvam, śāśvatatvam etc) and receives less emphasis in Śaṅkara 

than his critique of karma, kriyā and kārakatvam, which may be said to be the primary motivating element, 

the hermeneutic key, to his thought. Brahmavāda (and ātmavāda), on the other hand, connote a belief in a 

metaphysical principle, an eternal, unchanging reality behind the appearance of flux and change 

foregrounded in the Buddhist tradition. To what extent this tracks Śaṅkara’s Brahman is an open question. 

Problems with this view have already been indicated but we will later discuss the question of the best 

hermeneutic lens to interpret such claims.  

 Further, they direct attention away from what, I argue, represents the fundamental value in Śaṅkara 

Vedānta, the niṣkriyatvam of the ātman. Insight into the brahmātmaikyam (the “oneness” of self and Brahman) 

serves as a means to liberation insofar as it results in the recognition of the niṣkriyatvam of the self. An entire 

family of terms referencing this concept— niṣkriya, avikriya, naiṣkarmya, aparispanda, nispanda, dhruva, kūṭastha, 

akāraka, akartṛtva, udāsīna, śānta— is employed by Śaṅkara to establish the self’s actionlessness and non-

involvement in saṃsāra (“world”), which is almost synonymous with “the realm of action” for Śaṃkara13. 

Relative to other significant characterizations of Brahman (advitīyam, nityam, amṛtam etc), niṣkriyatvam 

clearly emerges as the most important value in Śaṅkara Vedānta, making “niṣkriyavāda” relatively the most 

accurate nomenclature of his system.  

 

I.B Naiṣkarmya & the Real Heterodoxy 

 Śaṅkara Vedānta is an unfoldment of a specific vision of a person who finds himself engaged in 

various mundane activities in the world, or specifically delineated ritual activities in the Vedic context 

(agnihotrādīni). This person, caught in a network of desire and its satisfaction (incumbent upon appropriate 

activity), is nonetheless niṣkriya and in this alone lies the possibility of genuine freedom (niḥśreyas). The 

                                                
12 This is another important sense of non-difference/non-distinction often neglected in studies on the 
philosophy of Śaṅkara. 
13 sarvaḥ saṃsāraḥ kriyākārakaphalalakṣaṇaḥ (GB 18.41) 
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establishment, therefore, of such a “state” of actionlessness— naiṣkarmyasiddhi14—  appears to be his primary 

exegetical task. It is not immediately evident who (or what) the foil is in this negation of the destiny of the 

human being circumscribed by unending industry and toil15: the ritual-obsessed world of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā 
or the larger Vedic orthodoxy from the Ṛgvedic period down to Śaṅkara’s own time characterized by a 

deep preoccupation, even neurosis, with ritual creation and the creative potency of the Word (vāc/śabda). 

Nietzsche's remark (Genealogy of Morals 3.17) about the world-weary Indian philosophers as “exhausted 

pessimists who are too tired even to dream” is telling if understood in context of the aforementioned ritual 

weariness. No matter how sophisticated the Vedāntic conception of suṣupti (deep sleep), one wonders 

whether it is merely co-incidental that the Upaniṣads idealize deep sleep to be the ideal state of human 

existence, possibly as an antithesis and antidote to such ritual fatigue. Niṣkriyatva (non-action), of course, is 

not about falling asleep and, as the Gītā reminds us, what is action (and what is not) is a problem that even 

deludes the most keen-sighted philosophers: kiṃ karma kimakarmeti kavayo’pyatra mohitāḥ, BG 4.16. At the least, 

it presented itself as a philosophical problem to which Indian philosophers, especially the Uttara 

Mīmāṃsakas of Śaṅkara's lineage, gave the keenest attention. That the self is actionless historically becomes 

a standard position position across heterodox-orthodox lines16. A brief account of the historical contours of 

the Vedic orthodoxy that defined the terms of the question is necessary in order to evaluate Śaṅkara’s own 

eventual solution.  

 One may approach the Ṛgvedic corpus either through a ritual lens seeing Ṛgvedic mantras as 

accompaniments to various rituals, or as presenting a cosmology or mythology depicting various creation 

myths, cosmic processes, gods and divinities. In either case a deeply processual ontology emerges as the 

basis of the Ṛgvedic weltschmerz. The Vedic universe is essentially dynamic where cosmic creation is 

sustained by activity, human and divine, actuated according to various articulations of cosmic order and 

equivalence, codified in the brahmans— formulations of truth or poetic formulae— activated and exploited 

in Vedic ritual. This is one way in which linguistic formulations are activated/realized in action and 

contribute to the creative process. In parallel one finds missing a static conception of the universe. Creativity 

is not exhausted in the production of the world, but the stability of the world is itself sustained by ritual 

activity in the absence of which the world would slowly deteriorate. Ṛtam, a central term for cosmic order 

in the Ṛgveda, is not a pre-established, autonomous principle transcendentally governing the world; it is in 

constant need of being upheld, an upholding which becomes a central function of ritual, the means available 

in the human realm of realizing the creative potential of the Word (vāk). Further, Vedic cosmology neither 

                                                
14 Sureśvarācārya in the eponymous work “Naiṣkarmyasiddhi” is only following the example of Śaṅkara in 
foregrounding the concept, which Śaṅkara considers to be key in his commentary on the Gītā where the 
term occurs.  
15 Across lifetimes 
16 As, for instance, in Jainism and Sāṃkhya, apart from Uttara Mīmāṃsā  



  Dhruv Raj Nagar 

 Workshop draft- Please do not circulate 

posits an absolute, transcendent creator-god existing necessarily, nor conceives of creation as a fait accompli. 

As Dandekar (1972, p.3) points out, “according to the Ṛgveda, creation is not a single definite act— it is 
regarded as ever proceeding. It is a process and not a single event”. Various gods serve to execute distinct 

functions in the creative process, almost as personifications of various creative acts. Importantly it is their 

specific activities that define their being. Take away the characteristic activity and there is no god. There is 

no place in the Vedic universe of an ineffective god, a god who does nothing but is simply god by some 

inherent or natural godliness. 

 As Brian Smith (1989) has pointed out, the concerns reflected in the ritual and action-oriented 

universe of the Veda betray a preoccupation, not with apprehending or cognizing reality, but with 

constructing it, not grasping the real but making real17. The means by which this is accomplished is ritual activity, 

which is the “cosmos-making tool”, the “workshop in which all reality was forged.” (Smith 1989, p.51). The 

construction of such a cosmos proceeds by a grossification of creative energy into the physical universe 

explicated through various models, as for instance from the evolution of elements (bhūtas), or in the various 

personifications of the creative process, such as Prajāpati, Puruṣa, Viśvakarma or Hiraṇyagarbha. The 

creative energy is focussed and channelized in ritual, what Smith (1989, p.64) refers to as the “structuring 

effect of ritual”, whose internal logic reflects cosmic connections microcosmically and contributes to the 

maintenance of cosmic order. The pioneering work of Paul Mus and Lilian Silburn has also contributed to 

showing how the sacrificer’s own self was constructed out of ritual activity. Such construction identified the 

sacrificer with the cosmos and Prajāpati, whose primordial self-construction constituted the original act of 

sacrifice. 

 The discipline of etymology (nirukta) imbibes the same spirit. It worked on the unquestioned 

premise that the description of an entity comprised an analysis of the entity into its characteristic activity. 

For example, a “puruṣa” (person) is “puri-ṣaḍah” (one who sits in a city/abode) or “puri-śayah” (one who 

sleeps in a city/abode), or one who fills (pūrayatīti) the interior (with reference to the inner soul). Of course 

nominals like “puri” occurring in the explanations are, in turn, explained in terms of other acts. The idea 

that dhātvartha (root-meaning) denotes an action may said to be almost unquestioningly borrowed by the 

vyākaraṇa (grammatical) tradition from the nirukta. With some exceptions18, the grammatical tradition is 

unanimous on the construal of dhātvartha (root-meaning) as kriyā19. The belief is already pre-Pāṇinian, and 

                                                
17 Here I follow scholarship (Padoux, Alper, Smith, Wheelock, Renou and others) that regards Vedic ritual 
and mantras as effective and meaningful, against those who claim their merely formal, performative or 
even meaningless status. 
18 The followers of one, Gārgya (before Pāṇini), attempted to construe meaning in primarily nominal terms. 
19 The only point of contention is whether all nouns can be reduced to verbal roots in practice, and here 
Pāṇini takes the middle way, but the larger ideology is never questioned. 
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Pāṇini acknowledges that the term “dhātu” is a pūrvācāryasaṃjñā20 (terminology of previous teachers) 

having the meaning of “action”.21 Again, the grammatical belief in the verb (ākhyāta) as the fulcrum of a 

sentence, the parallel subordination of the subject, and the kāraka-theory (to be dealt with later on) all point 

towards the processual semantics that dominated these Vedic sub-disciplines and went on to influence key 

Pūrva Mīmāṃsā concepts.  

 The genealogy of this practice should not be entirely opaque to us. The description of a thing’s 

essence in terms of a particular activity is influenced by the action-centricity of the Veda itself and the 

accompanying notion that a thing is what it does. The essence of the various devas consisted in their specific 

activity of maintaining the cosmic order (ṛtam) and expressing their unique power (brahman) in their 

respective domains. Creation itself is perceived as the original act of sacrifice mirrored and repeated in the 

human realm through Vedic ritual. The hypothesis is worth pursuing that the centrality of the creative 

process, and the general premium placed on divine and human activity as key to the sustenance of the 

world, led to the first etymological reflections that reduced meaning fundamentally to actions and processes, 

and the verb was made the core of sentential meaning. Such a Vedic semantics of action continued to be a 

central motif in the speculations of the earliest grammarians, hermeneutists and philosophers to the extent 

that one may speak of a brāhmaṇa-nirukta-vyākaraṇa nexus influencing not only the tradition of Pūrva 

Mīmāṃsā but in various ways a diversity traditions and thinkers from Bhartṛhari and Buddhism to Kāśmīra 

Śaivism and later Indian theistic traditions, each, in its own way, interpreting and prioritizing some element 

of the repertoire of ideas generated within the Vedic milieu: flux, creativity, dynamism, constructionism, 

immanent cosmogony and human creative agency.  

 The stage was set for naiṣkarmya to emerge as an alternative ideal and ideology, one that may be 

said to comprise nothing less than the original “heterodoxy” in early Indian intellectual history. The 

opposing ideal first came to be articulated in the Āraṇyakas and Upaniṣadic corpus, which often explicitly 

reflected on the limitations of the karma-centered vision of the self and universe. The Munḍaka Upaniṣad 

(1.2.12 ) were to explicitly make it the defining problem motivating Upaniṣadic thought: parīkṣya lokān 

karmacitān brāhmaṇo nirvedam āyāt nāsti akṛtaḥ kṛtena, sa vijñānārtham gurumeva abhigaccet śrotriyam brahmaniṣṭham. 

(“The learned one is disillusioned looking at the worlds won over by action for that which is beyond activity 

(akṛtah) cannot be achieved by action (kṛtena). He thus approaches a guru, one who has heard, and is 

brahmaniṣṭha, to gain knowledge (vijñānārtham).” Clearly Upaniṣadic values were defined by an opposition 

                                                
20 Refer Aṣtādhyāyī, 1.3.1 Kāśikā commentary  
21 It is also found in the Ṛgvedaprātiśākhya 12.19: tad ākhyātam yena bhāvam sadhātu (“A verb is that by 
means of which bhāva is denoted and which includes a verbal base.”) where bhāva is meant to specifically 
denote kriyā (acc. to Uvata). 
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to kriyā as the sine qua non of a truly post-Vedic understanding of the universe22. Buddhism too articulates 

a constructionist doctrine of the universe seeing it in inherently processual terms, even if such 

constructionism and processualism are now negatively valenced as features to be eschewed rather than 

exploited (as in Vedic ritualism). The work of Paul Mus and Lilian Silburn, showing how the sacrificer’s 

own self was constructed out of ritual activity (and how construction identified the sacrificer with the cosmos 

and Prajāpati, whose primordial self-construction constituted the original act of sacrifice), goes on to 

establish that, in the context of the Brāhmaṇas, the general emphasis on the constructed nature of self, world 

and beyond, in short everything, directly influenced early Buddhist thought, to the extent that the latter 

may be said to be developing and reworking Brāhmaṇas’ philosophy of action and construction. Early 

Buddhism thus appears to occupy an ambiguous space between its embrace of Brāhmaṇic constructionism 

as a resource in the description of the universe and its disvaluation of the pragmatic significance of such a 

description (tending to see it as a part of the problem of suffering than the solution). What often appears to 

unite these various traditions, typically divided along orthodox-heterodox lines (in terms of their acceptance 

of the authority of the Veda), is their embrace of the value of niṣkriyatva as an alternative criterion of what 

may be said to comprise heterodoxy.  

 

2 DESIRE, ACTION & ŚAṂKARA’S SUBVERSION OF VEDIC PROTOTYPICALITY 

2.A Desire & Action in Language and Ritual 

 Following the Upaniṣads, Śaṅkara’s hermeneutic subversion of the Vedic axiology of 

constructionism, creativity and ritual action targets an underlying structural framework of Vedic 

prototypicality that may be analyzed with respect to its premises as well as structural manifestations in the 

vyākaraṇa and mīmāṃsā traditions, i.e. a grammatical and ritual prototypicality that hegemonized 

linguistic and hermeneutic discourse far beyond its own disciplinary boundaries. Such a framework may be 

said to rest on a structure of desire (kāma/icchā/abhilāṣā/rāga) and its satisfaction through action 

(kriyā/karma/yajña/kratu), which of course is not limited to the axiology of the Veda but certainly finds a 

central place therein. Creation in the Vedic corpus was often depicted as a product of an original desire 

                                                
22 J. Bronkhorst, in Greater Magadha, sees the development of conceptions of an actionless self (as in the 
Gītā and Jainism) as responding to the evolution of the karma doctrine. The Vedāntic notion of the 
actionless self, as found in the Gītā, but clearly predating it (something Bronkhorst fails to emphasize), is 
not necessarily a response to the theories of karma developing in the milieu of Greater Magadha, as argued 
by him. Even if Bronkhorst is right about the development of the karma doctrine as we know it in this 
specific milieu, the Vedāntic thesis of the actionless self is more likely a response to the broader problem 
of Vedic ritual-centricity described above and not specifically the doctrine of karma that may have evolved 
later. All the Upaniṣadic evidence clearly points to a certain disillusionment with the excessively ritually 
determined Vedic life, countered, in one way, in the niṣkriya conception of the self.  



  Dhruv Raj Nagar 

 Workshop draft- Please do not circulate 

(“so’kāmayata”, “kāmastadagre samavartatādhi” etc) motivating the creative act (“bahusyām prajāyeya”)23, a structure 

paralleled in ritual performance. The fact that some rituals were obligatory (nitya), as opposed to willful 

(kāmya), does not imply that they lacked desire as a constitutive feature, as Śaṅkara himself reminds us, 

even if it was one amongst other important features. The verb in the aforementioned verse (“prajāyeya”) is 

particularly apt as depicting the cosmic counterpart to a primary concern of the Vaidika, the perpetuation 

of progeny (prajā), especially as a means of sustaining one’s own afterlife, guaranteed only by ritual 

performance. Desire— construed more broadly as an aspiration for the sum of all ends salutary and 

advantageous from the human perspective on the ritual— was a significant element amongst the set of 

factors preceding and impelling the ritual act, setting in motion the various ritual procedures effecting the 

result24.  

 One may, going further, generalize from this a logic of desire and performative satisfaction 

governing our mundane existence as much as it regulated the ritually circumscribed life of the Vaidika, a 

significant difference being the often supernatural ends and accompanying means found in the Vedic arena. 

The historical significance of such a logic as a determining hermeneutic of religious as well as secular life 

must be considerable, although its precise influence is difficult to appreciate. The historical systematization 

of the puruṣārtha (ends of life) scheme rested on the idea that no one ever initiates an action without a desire 

or an end purpose, and that such purposes could be schematized as a way to regulate Vedic life. The term 

“puruṣārtha” itself may be traced to the pertinence and usefulness of the Vedic ritual to its performers and 

beneficiaries, as opposed to other orders of meaning within which the ritual act could be be framed, such 

as kratvartha or śabdārtha. The śrāmaṇic milieu may be said to have been determined by a certain 

axiological skepticism with respect to such a framework from very early on. From the perspective of the 

Buddhist analysis of experience, taṇhā (yearning/craving) was seen as the driving impulse behind saṃsāra, 

leading to (suffering-generative) activity, mirroring the same desire-action framework. Words like rāga 

(desire/attachment) and dveṣa (hatred/repulsion), moreover, become stock terms in the vocabulary of Yoga, 

Vedānta and even the epics, presenting a fundamental problem confronting the individual who finds his 

everyday life determined by a network of desires and ends, further reinforced, in the Brāhmaṇic lifestyle, 

by Vedic ritualism, but is faced with an evolving ethic that prioritizes their regulation, and eventual 

cessation. Gītā’s proposal of action without desire (niṣkāma-karma) is one late response to the problems 

opened up by the diffused presence of the kāma-karma framework in Indian thought. 

                                                
23  Refer Aitareya Brāhmaṇa 2.33, Taittirīya Brāhmaṇa 2.2.9, Ṛgveda 10.129, Atharva Veda 19.52.1, 
Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 11.11.5, 61.1.1.1-5 etc 
24 Some schools like the Prābhākara Mīmāṃsā do question the importance of desire as a motivating factor 
in ritual performance, emphasizing duty as an alternative. 
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 May not such a hermeneutic of human existence and purpose find articulation in the linguistic 

realm, especially given the deep integration of the vyākaraṇa tradition in Vedic life, its origins steeped in 

the tradition of Vedic exegesis as one of the vedāṇgas (vedic auxiliary discipline)? As we will see, in more 

than one place Śaṅkara directly attacks such a framework of desire and action instantiated in Sanskrit 

grammar.25 Grammar, as argued below, does appear to be one instance of the structural exemplification of 

the logic of action and desire outlined above. Already we have observed the action-centricity of various 

grammatical principles from kāraka theory, to the kriyārthatvam of all roots articulated in the nirukta 

tradition, to the belief in the verb as the fulcrum of sentential meaning, although the intentionality of desire 

as a structural aspect of grammar remains to be investigated. Much more evident is the presence of this 

structural prototype in Pūrva Mīmāṃsā theory, which appears to be founded on the logic of desire and 

performative satisfaction, captured in such Vedic utterances as the paradigmatic “svargakāmo’yajet” (“May 

one desirous of heaven sacrifice”) establishing the casual link between desire and ritual. Kāraka analysis and 

terminology have been studied from the point of view of its relationship to Vedic ritual (Renou 1941-42 

“Les connexions entre le rituel et la grammaire sanskrit”, and Deshpande 1991 “Prototypes in Pāṇinian 

Syntax” for instance), where Renou cautiously admits a limited correspondence between kāraka categories 

and ritual terminology, and Deshpande arrives at a much more direct correspondence by following a 

different methodological approach. Leaving aside the question of the precise influence of the latter on the 

grammatical kārakas, there appear to be parallels between the central ritual act, the yajñakarma, and the 

kriyā-kāraka analysis of the grammarians. The involvement of the various nominal items in accomplishing 

the central action denoted by the verb is reflective of the prayoga (use/application) of the various sacrificial 

items and elements in a ritual as construed by Jaimini. Cardona (1974 “Pāṇini’s Kārakas: Agency, 

Animation and Identity” observes that: “A kāraka is not a thing in itself but viewed in relation to an action. 

As Patañjali says, a thing becomes a kāraka with respect to the accomplishment of an action in which it 

participates…Since, moreover, such a thing plays a role in the accomplishment of an action, it is also spoken 

of as the locus of a capacity (śakti, sāmarthya)”. This echoes Jaimini's notion of dharma as the “functional 

description of a sacrificial element” (Clooney 1990, p.155), (reminiscent of the functional theonymics of the 

Ṛgveda discussed earlier), which is further explicated by Clooney (1990, p.155) as follows: “To know the 

dharma of some element is to know what the element does, what is done to it, what it is related to, when it 

appears in the sacrifice and when it leaves it.” If one replaced the term “sacrifice” by “sentence” we have 

here a good paraphrase of the functional existence of nominal items in a typical verbal sentence, whose 

existence is justified primarily by their involvement in kriyā-accomplishment. Just as in the former, neither 

                                                
25  For instance, US 18.119:  karmepsitatamatvāt sa tadvān kārye niyujyate. Here Śaṅkara is directly 
referencing Paṇini’s definition of the accusative case—  A 1.4.49: Kartuḥ īpsitatamaṃ karma— in critiquing 
the kāma-karma framework as determining worldly existence and maintaining the individual within the 
causality of suffering. 
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the puruṣa nor the karma nor the phala constitutes the focus and center of sacrificial meaning and value 

(Clooney 1990, p. 147), the human performer too being an accessory in the central motivating act, so 

sentential meaning is ultimately referenced, not to the initiating agent, object etc, but to the overall activity 

(kriyā) to be accomplished.  

 To whatever extent the kriyārthatvam of the vākya (sentence) or language tracks the kriyārthatvam 

of the Veda and Vedic ritual (as in Jaimini: āmnāyasya kriyārthatvāt ānarthakyamatadarthānām, MS 1.2.1), it is 

clear that the Vedic ritual was truly an anthropocentric event involving conscious agents with desires and 

intentions who self-consciously collaborated to execute a ritual action, while language as such is not the 

prerogative of self-conscious performers with explicit desires, and must accommodate inert subjects, 

inanimate processes and a whole variety of sentential and semantic structures that fall outside the realm of 

the agent-action-reward schemata. Linguistic analysis cannot follow the structural paradigm of desire and 

action as prototypical without doing violence to the complexity and diversity of linguistic usages. 

Nonetheless, as we will see, it does appear that the grammarians (as their Mīmāṃsaka counterparts) 

beginning with Pāṇini himself assumed such a prototype and attempted to accommodate various 

unassimilable elements by an artificial extension of the prototype to other cases. Below are some of the 

important semantic rules from the kāraka section of the Aṣtādhyāyī: 

 

1.4.24 dhruvam apāye apādānam  (definition of ablative as “a point of departure”) 

1.4.32 karmaṇā yam abhipraiti sa sampradānam (dative as “one whom (an agent) intends as goal of the object  

 of his action”) 

1.4.42 sādhakatamam karaṇam ( instrumental as “the means par excellence of accomplishing an action”) 

1.4.45 ādhāro ‘dhikaraṇam (locus as “a substratum”) 

1.4.49 kartur īpsitatamam karma (accusative as “what the agent most wishes to reach through his action”) 

1.4.54 svatantraḥ kartā (agent as that kāraka which is independent relative to others involved in an action) 

 

 These are only some of the kāraka-allocation rules of Pāṇini, but the more significant ones followed 

by others that extend the application of the kāraka to other uses. Firstly there is no straightforward logic 

determining why certain meanings are primary or paradigmatic for each kāraka. For instance, the karma-

kāraka (object/goal) is defined as kartur īpsitatamam (1.4.49), i.e. that which the agent most desires to reach 

through his action.  It suggests an anthropocentric semantics presupposing deliberate action and 

accomplishment. The vocabulary of desire (“īpsita”) is also significant as it hints towards an underlying 

desire-action framework possibly at work. The sūtra links the object explicitly with the kartā (agent) as the 

goal of his desire. The agent, moreover, is defined as svatantraḥ (1.4.54) or independent (relative to other 

participatory elements of the action). The agent therefore is one who, desiring a specific goal, willfully and 
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independently initiates an action involving one or more other subordinate accessories. In either of the cases, 

Pāṇini takes as paradigmatic the event of an individual undertaking an activity based on an initiatory desire, 

which leaves out many instances where the paradigm may not be explanatorily ideal, as for instance in the 

sentences “devadattaḥ śālāyaṃ bhavati” (“Devadatta is in the room”) or “devadattaḥ sundaraḥ” (“Devadatta is 

handsome”), where the kartā-kriyā-karma framework appears forced. Nonetheless it becomes theoretically 

possible to read such instances as denoting kriyā, the various sentential components equivalent to one or 

the other kāraka (for instance, Devadatta becomes the kartā or agent of existing or being in the first example 

above). These examples take us to the consideration of stative verbs, nominal sentences and other linguistic 

phenomena resistant to an action semantics (to be taken up at length later), but the general tendency of the 

grammarians, including Kātyāyana and Patañjali, is to extend the scope of self-conscious human-agentive 

action-centrism to a wider grammatical application. It becomes the regulative ideal by which commentators 

like Patañjali conduct semantic analyses of Pāṇinian grammar. 

 Pāṇinian scholar Madhav Deshpande argues that such prototypicality— of self-conscious human-

agentive action-centrism— is not only a typical feature of Pāṇinian grammar, it also reflects everyday 

linguistic behavior. Proceeding by an analysis of “pre-formal” elements in Pāṇinian semantics he argues 

that the various kārakas do indeed represent prototypical semantic associations that fit extremely well with 

the participant categories of Vedic ritual. He observes that certain kārakas in the Aṣtādhyāyī are explicitly 

defined in term of a conscious and volitional vocabulary— the prototypical agent or kartā (as svatantraḥ) 

and receiver or sampradānam (defined as “one whom the agent intends goal of his action”), while for others 

an inanimate terminology is instead applied— in cases of the instrument or karaṇam (defined in impersonal 

terms as sādhakatamam), locus or adhikaraṇam (again the inert ādhāra of action) and ablative or apādānam 

(as dhruvam, the inanimate point of departure of action). But when formalized these definitions take on non-

prototypical cases, as for instance “the formal term kartṛ is not understood in the prototypical sense of the 

word “agent". Just as the term “action" is extended to include stative verbs, so is the term “agent" extended 

to include the “most independent” (svatantra) element in the case of stative verbs” (Deshpande 1991, p.472), 

thereby explaining cases such as “devadattaḥ śālāyaṃ bhavati” cited above. 

 This distinction, more importantly, mirrors precisely the animate-inanimate differentiation of the 

Vedic ritual: the agent and receivers of ritual are conscious human beings while the instruments, oblations, 

locus etc are all inanimate objects. Pāṇini’s kāraka allocation, therefore, appears to mirror ritual dynamics 

at least at a pre-formal prototypical level, although, as Deshpande admits, the formalization of the theory 

implies an extension of kāraka allocation to types of non-assimilable elements that are non-prototypical. 

This also results in the “syntacticization” of nominal semantics by which what was originally purely semantic 

(kāraka) role-play transfers to a syntactic categorization, irrespective of the specific meanings of nominal 

items and their non-/association with action. He concludes that “Pāṇini’s syntactic prototypes, in all 
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likelihood, have a genetic connection with his acquaintance with Vedic ritual, as well as with his keen 

analysis of prototypical linguistic behavior.” (1991, p.478), thus making a case for both the deep Vedic 

cultural entrenchment of kāraka theory, as well as, paradoxically, its parallelism with recent work in 

cognitive psychology and linguistic theory (Lakoff, Rosch, Langacker) describing prototypical linguistic 

behavior. However, it should not come as a surprise that such behavior follows the same prototypical 

structure of a conscious volitional agent responsible for bringing about a transformation in the patient 

(object) in a single event uniting the two as we find in the Vedic ritual context. The Vedic prototypicality of 

desire and action outlined above appears to be a specific, intensified form of the structure of human 

motivation and agency that may be prototypical of general natural language behavior. That is to say, the 

Vedic fire-ritual is the human deed in its purest, most intensified form providing a paradigm of desire and 

performative fulfillment that may be said to percolate into the action-centrism of language, for our purposes 

the explicit linguistic analyses of the vyākaraṇa tradition, as much as it enters into Mīmāṃsā hermeneutic 

analysis. 

  

2.B Śaṅkara’s Critique of Linguistic Prototypicality 

 Linguistic prototypicality in vyākaraṇa has some of the following significant consequences: 

 a. A sentence is prototypically a verbal sentence.                 

 b. A verbal root is supposed to prototypically denote an action (kriyā). 

 c. The agent (kartā) is prototypically animate, human, volitional and responsible. 

 d. Nominal items are prototypically kārakas26 engaged in the accomplishment of action27. 

 

 Such prototypicality has the following effects: Nominal sentences are either not linguistically 

permissible or reduced to surface-level verbal sentences; stative verbs are interpreted along the model of 

action verbs; nominal items not involved in kriyā accomplishment are nonetheless construed along a 

semantics of action. Pūrva Mīmāṃsā does not merely take up a neutral grammatical register, applying its 

resources to a hermeneutics of ritual (and eventually developing such sophisticated theories as bhāvanā, tiṅ-

sāmānādhikaraṇyam, anvitabhidānavāda, abhihitānvayavāda etc) but the vyākaraṇa tradition is already 

complicit in and pregnant with action-conveying concepts and resources. This complicity defines the double 

task ahead of an uttara-mīmāṃsā (posterior-hermeneutics) proper: the recuperation of an alternative 

interpretive paradigm that sees and explains linguistic “heterotypes”— features that can only be interpreted 

along the action-centered prototypicality of the nirukta-vyākaraṇa-mīmāṃsā nexus with violence— for 

                                                
26  Or words in co-referentiality with kārakas, the so-called “adjectives”, which, by virtue of the co-
referentiality, fall within kāraka designation as much as “nouns”. 
27  Refer M. Deshpande 1991 “Prototypes in Pāṇinian Syntax” for a fuller treatment of the various 
prototypes 
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what they are, thus liberating language from the straitjacket of kriyārtha semantics, and secondly, the 

establishment of the proper object of posterior-hermeneutics through such an expansion and reformulation 

of linguistic theory. This object is Brahman, and its niṣkriyatvam (actionlessness/quiescence) becomes the 

proper subject-matter of Uttara Mīmāṃsā, providing the theoretical basis for a non-action-based grammar 

of Sanskrit. Śaṅkara can thus justify the possibility of vedavākyajanyajñānam (liberating knowledge arising from 

sentential comprehension alone) purely on the basis of the semantic, morphological and syntactic features 

of language. 

 Śaṅkara proceeds to undertake precisely such a project. Each subsequent section shows how 

Śaṅkara Vedānta prioritizes precisely those linguistic heterotypes not amenable to a kriyārtha semantics— 
stative verbs, the controversial nominal sentence, and particular nominal types— and applies specific 

linguistic resources of verbal morphology (tiṅartha analysis), sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam (nominal co-

referentiality), existential verb √bhū-as-vid and gnosive verb28 √budh-jñā-cit semantics to build the system of a 

posterior-hermeneutics from the ground up. Apart from these positive interventions he conducts a scathing 

critique of the desire-action framework in general and the kriyākārakabhāva in particular as representative of 

the human situation with which I’ll begin. 

 Śaṅkara negates kārakatvam as a category descriptive of the self arguing that the sense of agency is 

superimposed on the self through avidyā and the real self is, in fact, akāraka, quiescent and free of any 

participation in action29. The fact that the true self lies outside the web of kāraka relationships is reiterated 

by Śaṅkara time and again. There is first an imposition of a sense of enjoyership which creates an 

intentionality of desire turned towards sensual objects. The self, to begin with, is not an individualized entity 

separate from the world. Being minimally (i.e. prior to any imposed identifications) sat-cit— the horizonal 

being-consciousness immanent in everything— the self is at the same time the self of everything (sarvātmabhāva). 

Being everything it cannot possibly desire any object because nothing is external to it. But owing to avidyā 
(ignorance) and the imposition of nāmarūpa (name-form) it identifies itself with the limited mind-body-sense 

complex and therefore creates the intentional space for the now circumscribed self to be able to desire 

objects external or other than itself: “When the Self imagines a distinction it becomes desirous of what it 

has imagined and forms the intention of acting to get it. And it obtains things by acting in conformity with 

                                                
28 Henceforth, the term will be used to refer to the special class of verbs denoting śuddhacaitanyam (pure 
consciousness) in Uttara Mīmāṃsā, as opposed to knowing verbs. 
29 The kāraka terminology, it must be remembered, refers not only to nominal word forms but also to real 
objects and things denoted by them.  
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its intentions based on desire (yatkāmaḥ tatkratur bhūtvā).”30 Being of the nature of ānandam31 the self is 

nityatṛpta (ever-content) and āptakāma (one whose desires are ever attained) but ignorance and the 

accompanying false imposition of nāmarūpa ensure that the self (reality) is now approached only through 

the lens of name and form, thereby constructing a false separation between the now nāmarūpa-delimited 

individual self and “external” object. Owing to such “transmission” of existence-consciousness to the now 

individualized self and worldly objects (i.e. its construal as predicative, as opposed to substantive), sat-cit— 
and therefore ānandam— now appear to be properties of individuated entities32. This alienation explains 

the original causality of desire, and what “desire” itself is in Śaṅkara Vedānta: the attempt of the self to 

reunite with itself, its own nature apparently externalized, apart from indicating the futility of desire itself. 

As a subject of desire I am now the bhoktā (enjoyer); as the agent seeking to fulfill that desire through action 

I am now the kartā (agent)— the two original forms of egoity (ahaṃkāra).  

 Śaṅkara deploys this analysis of the structure of desire and fulfillment against the basic feature of 

Vedic existence, the desire-action framework of Vedic ritual imposed upon all Vaidikas. Vedic injunctions 

are incumbent only upon those persons who are capable of purposively engaging in action, that is, possessing 

a sense of agency with respect to an intended goal. In the Brahma Sūtra Bhāṣya (BSB II.2.40 ) Śaṅkara says: 

avidyākṛtam kartṛtvamupādāya vidhiśāstram pravartiṣyate (“the injunctive portion of the Veda operates only by 

recourse to the idea of agency created by ignorance”). In other words, the Vaidika must take himself to be 

determined by and assimilated into the network of kāraka relationships necessary for the goal fulfillment 

enjoined by the Veda. In particular, he must identify himself as the kartā— the independent initiator of 

action as defined by Pāṇini— through the identity “I am the doer”. This ego is the prerequisite for an 

individual to be even legitimately subject to (adhikṛta) Vedic injunction, and authority in general:  

 

Ahamevaṃ kariṣyāmi agihotrādīni karmāni, ahamadhikṛtaḥ, eṣāṃ ca karmaṇāṃ falamihāmutra ca 

bhokṣye, kṛteṣu vā karmasu kṛtakartavyaḥ syamityevam kartṛtvabhoktṛtvayoḥ adhikṛto’smi ityātmani 

yadvijñānamabhūttasya, yat sajjagato mūlamekamevādvitīyam tattvamasītyanena vākyena pratibuddhasya 

nivartate, virodhāt [CUB 6.16].  

 

                                                
30  “Yadā’yaṃ kalpayed bhedaṃ tatkāmaḥ san yathākratuḥ, yatkāmastatkratur bhūtvā krtam yattat 
prapadyate” (US 17.19) 
31 “Ānandam” for Śaṅkara only means the unlimited/unqualified (ananta) nature of Brahman as sat-cit, not 
a third positive characteristic of Brahman. Such nature itself suffices as the source of the joy or bliss 
“experienced” in brahmajñānam, by the implication that it is simply the freedom of the real (Brahman) from 
all limiting adjuncts (upādhis) that is supposed to constitute the “bliss” of brahmajñānam. Such a privative 
explanation, of course, has interesting implications in the field of aesthetics, often influenced by Vedāntic 
metaphysics.  
32 There is a parallel here with the Kantian idea that existence is not a predicate, and not one feature of 
things amongst others. Refer Taittirīya Bhāṣya II.1 
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“The ordinary man has such notions as— “I shall perform these actions, the Agnihotra 

and the rest”, “I am entitled to the performance”, “The results of these acts I shall enjoy in 

this world and in the other’ or “Having done these acts, I shall be happy and contended”— 
all these notions, which involve the idea of the Self being the actual performer and enjoyer, 

are set aside by the assertion that “Thou art That Being which is the root of the universe, 

one, without a second”, for the man who has become awakened to true knowledge; that 

the said notions are set aside by this last assertion follows from the fact that the two are 

contradictory.” 

 

 The negation of kartṛtvam (agency) and bhoktṛtvam (enjoyership) is fundamental to Śaṅkara’s 

unfoldment of the self and pervades his entire commentarial corpus. Whenever Śaṅkara speaks of avidyā 
(ignorance) he almost inevitably mentions these two accompanying effects covering up the self’s 

brahmatvam. Adhyāsa (superimposition), likewise, in the Brahma Sūtra Bhāṣya (BSB Adhyāsabhāṣya) is the 

instigator of agency and enjoyership  (kartṛtvabhoktṛtvapravartakaḥ)33. Elsewhere he explicitly employs the term 

“akāraka” for the self indicating that it lies outside the network of kāraka relationships that define Vedic and 

mundane existence,34 and makes clear reference (ChUB 2.23) to the grammatical kārakas while refuting 

them: kartrādi-kāraka-kriyā-phalabhedapratyayavatvam hi nimittam upādāya karmavidhayaḥ pravṛttaḥ. (“Based on 

differences of apprehensions of kārakas such as agent, the action itself, the result etc, the Vedic injunctions 

on the rites operate.” Even ordinary epistemic means presuppose the kāraka framework: pratyakṣam 

anumānam vā vyavahāre yadicchasi, kriyākārakabhedaistad abhypeyam dhruvam bhavet, US 18.150. Slightly earlier (US 

18.119) Śaṅkara deliberately equates the grammatical object (exactly as defined by Pāṇini) with the 

epistemic object, the one an agent wishes to reach or obtain through action: karmepsitatamatvāt35 sa tadvān 

kārye niyujyate. Here, very explicitly, Śaṅkara is attacking the desire-action framework assumed in the 

grammatical definition of the accusative case.  

 In the Gītā commentary (GB 18.41) the world is itself understood as a conglomeration of kriyā and 

kārakas: sarvaḥ saṃsāraḥ kriyākārakaphalalakṣaṇaḥ. These usages suggest that Śaṅkara saw the world as 

circumscribed, in fact defined, by the same kriyā and kāraka relationships highlighted in the sentential 

analysis of the grammarians. This onto-linguistic pervasion of language, world and self by action and action-

oriented relationships is the real cause of suffering binding the self in an unending cycle of desire, action 

and result extending into innumerable lifetimes. The only possible exit, for Śaṅkara, is to understand oneself 

                                                
33  Evamayamanādirananto naiasrgiko’dhyāso mithyāpratyayarūpah kartṛtvabhoktṛtvapravartakah 
varvalokapratyakṣaḥ 
34 niskriyo’kārako’dvayaḥ (US 17.80) 
35 Refer A 1.4.49: Kartuḥ īpsitatamaṃ karma  
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as akāraka and niṣkriya, a realization that is made possible by indicating an alternative ontolinguistic order 

whose presence— just as the presence of Vedic kriyārthatvam— may be indicated through language and 

linguistic analysis. The explication of this alternative order (discussed in succeeding sections) comprises the 

real contribution of Uttara Mīmāṃsā to hermeneutics theory. 

 

3 ŚAṂKARA’S LOCAL REAPPRAISAL: EXISTENTIAL VERBS, GNOSIVE VERBS, 

VEDANTIC MORPHOLOGY & THE NOMINAL SENTENCE 

3.A What and How Does a Verb Mean?— Undermining the Kriyāparatvam of Language 

 Śaṅkara’s central polemical task as a “posterior-hermeneutist” comprises the neutralization and 

reversal of the kriyāpara language and metaphysics of the Veda already latent in the Vedic mantra-

brāhmaṇa edifice and explicated in the nirukta-vyākaraṇa-mīmāṃsā (etymology-grammar-hermeneutics) 

nexus. Moreover this project is carried out in a typically mīmāṃsic spirit— by applying the resources of 

vyākaraṇa to the aid of the ideals of Uttara Mīmāmṣā and using this to articulate general hermeneutic 

principles regarding how Vedic language should be read, but in a  way that completely turns conventional 

Mīmāṃsā on its head. His overall strategy may be divided into two parts, global and local. I will deal with 

the local strategy first and the global in the next main section.  

 A brief résumé of the hermeneutic employment of the pre-existent linguistic capital of the 

vyākaraṇa tradition by Pūrva Mīmāṃsā is in order before investigating Śaṅkara’s response. As we know the 

grammarians took the verb as the fulcrum of a sentence. Other semantic items (kārakas) were understood 

as somehow contributing to accomplishment of the central action denoted by the verb. Pūrva Mīmāṃsakas 

had every reason to concur. Taking the verb as the semantic core of a sentence is essential to the project of 

establishing the kriyāparatvam—action-centeredness— of the Veda, foregrounding the injunctive and 

performative aspect of language, and lastly as a first step in the development of the crucial Mīmāṃsic 

concept of bhāvanā.  

 But what does a verb precisely denote? We find one of the earliest definitions in the Vedic auxiliary 

discipline of nirukta (etymology): bhāvapradhānam ākhyātam (a verb is that in which bhāva predominates). In 

line with this, Jaimini (MS 2.1.1) states: bhavārthāḥ karmaśabdāḥ tebhyaḥ kriyā pratītyetaiṣā hy artho vidhīyate. By 

the word “bhāva” we are to understand a state of being, or preferably, becoming. In opposition to this, a 

nominal (nāma) is defined as that in which existence (sattva) predominates (sattvapradhānāni nāmāni). What 

are we to make of the difference between bhāva and sattva, especially since the former itself often tends to 

convey the sense of “being” descriptive of entities as opposed to processes? The ṣaḍbhāvavikāra scheme of the 

Nirukta makes reference to the six typical kinds of bhāva universally acknowledged: genesis (jāyate), existence 

(asti), alteration (vipariṇamate), growth (vardhate), decay (apakṣīyate) and destruction (vinaṣyati). These are the 

different kinds of processes that come under the definition of bhāva. Tellingly asti (“exists”) is also presumed 
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to be a kind of process or activity. It is this intuition, that sees the whole universe through the lens of constant 

change and process, including the act of existing itself, that will find further articulation in Pūrva Mīmāṃsā. 

Sattva, on the other hand (as we will see), gets picked up by Uttara Mīmāṃsā as representative of the 

semantics of being that makes no reference to processes, states or action but is indicative of the mere 

“thatness” of things. In picking out sattva as denotative of nominals, the Nirukta wishes to make reference to 

such substantial character of things conveyed by nominals. In general, the semantics of their respective roots 

√bhū and √as also tend towards these two opposite directions.  

 The ambiguity of bhāva is somewhat countered by two other words most commonly used to denote 

the underlying activity, vyāpāra and kriyā. Kumārila defines vyāpāra (TV, pp.376-77) as “that thing which 

is provided with a definite power, whose “being what it is” is fundamentally processual, whose nature is 

dispersed across multiple points, which is organized into prior and subsequent parts, and which has left its 

initial state without having attained its final state” Opposed to this, nominals denote relatively static referents 

not subject to changes of state, self-identically persistent over time and, crucially, lacking the “power” that 

action possesses. This definition, and the reference to power, is crucial to Kumārila’s broader project of 

interpreting all kriyārtha as bhāvanā or “bringing into being”. Much earlier Śabara’s reading of Jaimini’s 

definition (mentioned above) had already created the interpretive space within which such an interpretation 

as Kumārila’s could be more explicitly developed. The term “kriyā” in Jaimini’s definition is crucially read, 

not merely as an activity but as the production of a result, a bringing into being. A first moment in 

Kumārila’s thought process is to distinguish a common meaning to all verbs, which he discovers as “doing”, 

since to the question “What is he doing?” the response is some or the other activity. But this meaning of 

“doing” (karotyartha) is found to be wanting on many fronts and Kumārila eventually arrives at the 

articulation of verbal meaning as bhāvanā. It is in this way that bhāvanā comes to be understood as 

kriyātmaka (consisting of action) or kriyārupa (of the form of action).  

 I will not pursue the long and rich history of the transition of the meaning of a verb from bhāva to 

bhāvanā in the Mīmāmsā tradition, its subsequent refinement, and the exegetical uses to which it is put. It 

is clear that it signifies Mīmāmsā’s divergence from the grammarians’ understanding of verbal meaning as 

mere change of state or “becoming” (although it is clearly based on that notion) to accommodate a sense of 

energeia or force that allows the Mīmāṃsaka to center injunctive language or vidhi as Vedic language par 

excellence, or simply language par excellence. That is, if verbs are the core of a sentence then, further, the 

core of all verbal meaning is the power of bringing something into being inherent in all verbs. The Veda is 

about enjoining and producing what is not yet in existence, a sādhya-vastu, and not a pre-existing thing, 

siddha-vastu, for which our ordinary means of perception (laukika-prāmāṇa) are sufficient. Thus in the stock 

example, the statement “svargakāmo yajet” (“One desirous of heaven should sacrifice”) has the following 

deeper structure (in terms of bhāvanā): “svargakāmo yajñena svargam bhāvayet” (“One desirous of heaven, by 
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means of sacrifice, should bring heaven into being”). Later Mīmāṃsakas further engaged in deeper, 

successively nuanced philosophical reflection on the nature of action, its product and their relationship.  

 Lastly this reorganization of the semantics of action is grounded in a parallel morphological 

reconfiguration. While from a strictly vyākaraṇa perspective the root meaning (dhātvartha) signified the 

pure underlying activity (for example, “cooking”), and the suffix indicated the agency or kartṛtvam (“He 

cooks.”) of the act (in active voice), the Mīmāṃsakas sought to somehow read bhāvanā into the prakṛti-

pratyaya (root-suffix) schema, and the question arose as to the specific part wherein rested the actualizing 

power of bhāvanā. Kumārila was non-committal regards this36, often tending towards the suffix as the seat 

of bhāvanā and this seems to have eventually become the standard position. 

 

3.B Stative Verbs in Prior-Hermeneutics 

 Locally Śaṅkara’s posterior-hermeneutics first challenges the hegemonic universalization of the 

semantics of action to encompass all verbal forms. Some “verbs” simply fall outside the realm of action. 

The first group of such forms is the existential, the root cluster √bhū-as-vid. These meanings, in order to be 

rightly understood, require an altogether new hermeneutics— the posterior hermeneutics as conceived by 

Śaṅkara. To be sure this question was already addressed within the grammar and Mīmāṃsā traditions 

along independent lines, in fact recognized as a prima facie objection to claiming the kriyārthatvam of all 

verbs. Patañjali’s Mahābhāṣya remains the locus classicus of the discussion clearly prefiguring later debates 

within both mīmāṃsā and vyākaraṇa traditions, Kumārila included, at the same time bringing earlier 

conceptions of Pāṇini and his commentator Kātyāyana into relief. Kātyāyana and Patañjali are here 

explicating Pāṇini’s definitional sūtra of a dhātu (verbal root): bhūvādayo dhātavaḥ (A 1.3.1)). It is here that 

Kātyāyana offers two possible interpretations of the meaning of a verbal root, in order to arrive at a more 

consistent and general definition free of defects. They may be called 1. kriyā-based and, 2. bhāva-based 

definitions. This intimates, first of all, that the early grammarians understood different things by them even 

if the Mīmāṃsakas often conflated them (as we will see in the case of Śabara and Kumārila). The kriyā-

based definition understands verbal meaning on the paradigm of the meaning of the root √kṛ (to do) i.e. 

karotyartha. Patañjali justifies this by an argument later employed by Kumārila for similar purposes: there 

is a sāmānādhikaraṇyam (co-referentiality) of the karotyartha with every verbal meaning— when one is 

asked the question “What is he doing?” (kiṃ karoti?) s/he responds “He eats/walks/cooks etc”.  

 It is here that Kātyāyana includes the √bhū-as-vid complex into verbal meaning interpreted as 

kriyā: asti-bhavati-vidyatīnāṃ ca dhātutvam, MB 1.3.1. That is, √bhu, √as and √vid are also to be construed as 

dhātus where dhātvartha (root meaning) denotes activity. It is to be noted that Pāṇini himself makes no 

                                                
36 Refer Ollett 2013 “What is Bhāvanā” 
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direct indication that such verbs must necessarily be included within a stative or dynamic understanding of 

root-meaning, although he inherits the Vedic presumption of the kriyārthatvam of dhātus in general. In any 

case, this opens the claim to the basic objection Patañjali (MB 1.3.1) now addresses: “na tathāstyādīnāṃ 
niḍarśyate, na hi bhavati— kiṃ karoti, astīti” . To the question “What is he doing?” one never says “(He) is” or 

“(He) is existing”. 

 Some resolutions are proposed and then the alternative bhāva-based definition is offered, which 

understands verbal meaning on the paradigm of the root-meaning of √bhu (“to be”). Interestingly here too 

a co-referentiality is observed, but this time understanding all verbs on the pattern of bhvartha, i.e. as denoting 

existence or being— “eteṣāṃ bhavatinā sāmānādhikaraṇyam”. The reasoning is something like this: Every 

activity, eating, cooking, walking etc may be understood as a kind of be-ing, where each separate root-

meaning conveys the specific manner in which the be-ing is accomplished, i.e. being accomplished as a 

walking, sitting, eating etc, and hence remaining within bhvartha. There is a sādhya-sādhana relation 

between the general and specific meanings united in the co-referentiality. This clearly presages the later 

Mīmāṃsic interpretation of activity in terms of bhāvanā. Indeed just later Patañjali offers three alternative 

ways to understand the word “bhāva”: as meaning bhavanam (existing), bhavatīti (what comes into being) and 

bhāvyate yaḥ (what is brought into being), settling on the second meaning of “what comes into being”. It is 

clear that Kumārila picks up and develops bhāvārtha in the second and third senses, equating and 

obfuscating the subtle differences of kriyā and bhāva and interpreting the latter in terms of the former by 

reading bhāvanā— bringing into being— to be the final and settled kriyārtha (meaning of all kriyā). Here, 

of course, he is only exploiting the interpretive space opened up by Jaimini’s original conjunction of bhāva 

and kriyā in the definition of a verb.  

 To recapitulate, Patañjali sees no reason to deviate from Kātyāyana’s vārtikās accommodating bhū-

as-vid into a structure of activity, either as an explicit do-ing (karoti) or as exist-ing (bhavati), that still carries 

a thin semantics of action, a semantics that the Mīmāṃsakas exploit to the fullest. In fact, faced with the 

same question of the unique status of the bhū-as-vid cluster, Kumārila himself offers an alternative 

explanation of how bhavati may be construed as an activity. “Being” a doctor, for instance, would consist 

in being an agent who ‘brings into being’ the requisite conditions (knowledge, skills etc) necessary to being 

called a doctor: “By construing a state of being as something that can be "brought into being," Kumārila 

opens up a pathway for fitting even existential verbs into the tripartite structure of bhāvanā.” (Ollett 2013). 

Patañjali, weighing various pros and cons, eventually offers his own definition of kriyā37 again attempting 

to explain existential verbs in terms of activity and citing two more arguments worth citing. Firstly, he 

argues, being/existing shares with all verbs the quality of association with time (“bhūtabhaviṣyadvartamānāḥ 

                                                
37 Kriyā as “kārakānām pravṛttiviśeṣaḥ” 
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kālā vyajyante”), something echoed again in Kumārila. Secondly the six famous bhāvavikāras of the Nirukta 

also include asti (existence) as one among other kinds of modification possible (such as birth, growth, 

transformation, deterioration etc). The novelty in these two arguments lies in their explicit inclusion of 

astyartha (and not merely bhavatyartha) into the structure of action. Later Vaiyākaraṇas, as well as 

Mīmāṃsakas, further develop and discuss the kriyārthatvam of existential verbs but none fundamentally 

challenge the kriyāparatvam of verbal meaning in general.38 

 

3.C Existential Verbs in the Posterior-Hermeneutics 

 From the point of view of Kumārila and the Mīmāṃsakas, Śaṅkara’s response is to locate an 

alternative center of gravity that grounds grammatical theory on a semantics of niṣkriyatvam (non-action) 

as opposed to kriyā. This is accomplished by a double stroke: While Mīmāṃsā makes optative verbal forms 

the paradigm of all verbs— even taking ordinary finite verbs to contain a deeper structure of bhāvanā— 
Śaṅkara sees existential verbs as the most basic, fundamental form of all verbal meaning. This is related to 

a more specific revision of Vedic values: while karoti (“does”) symbolized the verb par excellence for 

Mīmāṃsakas and, to a lesser extent, grammarians, Śaṅkara makes asti (“is”) the center of his hermeneutics. 

This is achieved by leading the semantics of existential verbs away from any notion of action or becoming 

into the realm of pure ontology (sattāmātram), a reorientation of Vedic values based on an innovative 

hermeneutics of the Vedic/Upaniṣadic word. And, secondly, by a morphological innovation by which the 

prakṛti-pratyaya schema is reconfigured according to the logic of niṣkarma, as we will see. 

 A primary intuition developed further in the commentaries of Śaṅkara is that some sentences serve 

merely to denote existence (sattāmātram/astitāmātram), conveying that a thing is, the quoddity of something. This 

existence, moreover, is falsified if understood as a kind of state or activity belonging to the thing. Things 

may undergo changes of state, form or place conveying the processual environment in which anything finds 

itself, but this does not detract from the lucid existential thrust of certain statements, indicating the horizon 

of Being that encompasses the coming and going of entities. From another perspective, things simply are. In 

Śaṅkara Vedānta the family of meanings associated with the root √as is seized as the primary element 

undergirding the non-processual semantics being developed, as opposed to √bhū that is more amenable to 

being interpreted along the processual framework of prior-hermeneutics, in such concepts as bhāva, 

bhāvanā etc39. Sattā or astitā, the abstract forms derived from √as, far from carrying any semantics of 

                                                
38 One difference in their approaches is that the grammarians generally tend to be more pragmatic while 
the Vedic hermeneutists dogmatic in their interpretive proposals. 
39 Compare here Heidegger’s distinction between es/einai and bheu/phuō as the common Indo-European 
roots (paralleling the Sanskrit √as and √bhu) standing, respectively, for Eigenständig, the “self-standing”, 
and growing/emerging (as in physis). Introduction to Metaphysics 2.2 
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becoming, indicate, for Śaṅkara, the pure “that-ness”, i.e. tattvam that Brahman is. Moreover, Brahman is 

cognitively available as the direct object of the word “being”: sadśabdabuddhimātragamyam (ChUB 6.2.1). Such 

special words, if subjected to the right hermeneutics40, are capable of producing a direct “realization” of 

Brahman. 

 In his bhāṣya to verses 16-21 of Bhagavadgītā Chapter 2, significant for their presentation of the 

nature of ultimate reality, Śaṅkara addresses an objection that if every entity is reducible to its material 

cause and the cause itself to its own material cause and so on, then there follows the consequence of nihilism, 

since nothing can be said to truly exist. He responds (GB 2.16) by asserting that in every perception there 

exist two simultaneous cognitions, sad-buddhi and asad-buddhi. Asad-buddhi tracks the ephemerality of each 

entity as it comes into or goes out of existence, for instance, it attaches itself to a pot when it is created out 

of clay, and is destroyed if the pot is broken and no more in existence. But sad-buddhi tracks the existential 

element of entities, their pure quoddity, as they come in and out of existence. For example, if the pot breaks, 

sad-buddhi simply attaches itself to pot-shards that may be said to have now come into existence. The bare 

sense of existence perdures through all cognitive activity in the course of one’s waking life, even if no 

individual thing may be said to truly perdure. For the same reason such is-ness (sattā/astitā) is avikriya, not 

subject to change, since it is the one unchanging element in all experience.  

 Accompanying the prioritization of existential verbs is a revision of their meaning in terms of the 

non-verbal elements of a sentence typically denotative of pre-existent entities. The verb “asti” indicates the 

bare fact of existence of an entity in such a way that the verbal element of the sentence fades away into the 

backdrop making way for the indolent, passive pre-existence of the thing conveyed by the nominal. “The 

book is” means something like “The book shares in or partakes of existence (i.e. Brahman)” (rather than 

“existing” interpreted as a kind of activity, as its inclusion in the ṣaḍbhāvavikāras suggested), representing 

the paradigm shift in the interpretation of verb meaning initiated by Uttara Mīmāṃsā. On the other hand, 

paradoxically, such is-ness can only be most powerfully asserted through the verb (as opposed to a nominal 

form)— the book “is”. So much so that the Sanskrit constructions for such is-ness — astitā/ astitvam— are 

Śaṅkara’s stock paraphrase for Brahman. In this form, suffixed by a “-ness”, the verb best captures the bare 

quoddity that the word “Brahman” is often meant to convey, eschewing not only dynamic but equally any 

stative remnant of verb meaning, as opposed to, say, words derived from the root √bhu that is ambiguous in 

its reference to mere existence, being or becoming.  

 It will be remembered (section 2.B) that sat (existence) transposed itself to the object falsely 

superimposed upon it (Brahman) just as a rope’s existence, as in the famous metaphor, may transfer itself 

                                                
40 Śaṅkara undertakes an analysis of the term “sat” in TaUB 2.1 which will be taken up later. In short, the 
correct reading requires that the word be apprehended as a “svarūpa-lakṣaṇa” as opposed to a 
“viśeṣaṇa”.  
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to “snake-existence” when a rope is mistakenly apprehended for a snake. To assert then that “The snake 

is” is to say no more than that sat or Brahman is apprehended through the specific form (rūpa) evocative of 

a snake by which Brahman’s substantiality is transferred to a predicative assertion about an object (here the 

snake) that now assumes a  deceptively autonomous  self-existence. For Śaṅkara, then, existential verbs do 

no more than indicate Brahman itself apprehended through the lens of a specific nāmarūpa. And the 

Vedantic purpose in asserting an existential sentence, such as “I am” (ahaṃ asmi) is to indicate the pure 

substantiality (sattā) of the entity captured by the finite existential verb attached to it. What is revealed by 

the verb is neither an action nor state of being but Brahman itself whose unqualified presence can only be 

evidenced by the verb, the nominal serving to mark the qualified appearance of Brahman. The family of 

verbs derived from √bhu-as vid may thus often indicate actions/states of being (justifying the appellation 

“stative verbs”) but their use in the Upaniṣads— as existential verbs— indicates the bare sattāmatratvam of 

Brahman 41  and, importantly, suffices to produce knowledge of Brahman, which is 

sadśabdabuddhimātragamyam (“understood by the mere cognition [produced by] the word sat” ChUB 6.2.1) 

Same can be said for words like “vidyamāna” and “bhāva” derived from √vid and √bhū that, within 

posterior-hermeneutics, stand for Brahman.  

 The root √as thus marks the asymptotic limit towards which other existential verbs may approach. 

Correspondingly the root produces the nominal “sat” that (as seen before) remains the fundamental word 

for being/reality/Brahman in Vedānta, along with satyam and sattā, that Śaṅkara glosses as “astitāmātram” 
(ChUB 6.2.1), again emphasizing the sense of bare existence conveyed by the verbal form “asti”. This 

possibility of the communication of bare existence— sanmātratā — whether in verbal form or nominal brings 

existential verbs closer to the paradigm of language Śaṅkara intends to prioritize and elevate as ultimately 

worthy of hermeneutic reflection— that of descriptive, not prescriptive, language centered on subantam-

padam (nominals) as opposed to tiṅantams (verbs), even prompting a later Advaitin like Vidyāraṇya to say, 

“Verbs are for the ignorant (ajñānām), nouns alone for the wise ones (vivekinām)”42.  

 This existential emphasis meets the strongest Pūrva-Mīmāṃsic criticism in terms of their 

delimitation of the Veda’s domain of validity. The senses, and the mind supervenient on them, provide us 

knowledge of only pre-existent things (siddhavastu), the task of the Veda being to guide us regarding what 

is not yet in existence (sādhyavastu). The Upaniṣads— if understood primarily as being informative and not 

subservient to the performative context of the mantra-brāhmaṇa— would not only render Vedic 

pramāṇatvam superfluous  (since there already exist other epistemic means to tell us about how things are) 

but also thwart the self-proclaimed injunctive and productive thrust of the Veda centered upon bhāvanā or 

                                                
41 Later sections will analyze the other role that verbs like “is” play in posterior-hermeneutics, that of 
equating two items in co-referentiality.  
42 “Tiṅantam padam ajñānām subantam to vivekinām” (Exact source pending) 
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bringing into being. Śaṅkara’s response is straightforward: other means of knowledge may reveal epistemic 

objects but they fail to indicate what is truly real in them, i.e. they fail to discriminate between the satyam 

and mithyā aspects of an object, something only a self-conscious and controlled use of language can 

accomplish, in other words, the śabdapramāṇatvam of the Upaniṣad. According to Śaṅkara any object is 

an assemblage of sad/asti (existence), cid/bhāti (consciousness), nāma (name) and rūpa (form), the latter 

two delimiting the specific contours of the object that distinguish it from other objects, but ultimately having 

their basis in Brahman, i.e. the bare existence that is qualified as this or that according to relevant 

superimpositions of nāmarūpa. Only the Veda informs us that, from one perspective, existence alone is43 

(sadeva asti) and everything else partakes of this existence as a specific unconcealment of Brahman.  

 Śaṅkara’s entire treatment of the all-important Chāndogya Upaniṣad Chapter 6 proceeds to unlock 

the real meaning of the past tense of the verb “āsīt” (was) in the famous opening verse, “Sad eva saumya idam 

agre āsīt” (“In the beginning there “was” existence alone”) by showing that the only difference between asti 

and āsīt— “is” and “was”— is the appendage of nāmarūpa to sat or existence. Prior to creation existence 

could be indicated merely by the cognition resulting from the word “existence” (kevala-sadśabda-buddhi-mātra-

gamyam, ChUB 6.2.1). But the kriyā (activity) of creation (“May I become many”/“May I be born as many”) 

does not detract from the underlying sad-buddhi (existence-cognition) that continues in 

sāmānādhikaraṇyam (co-referentiality) with whatever novelty the activity of creation introduces into the 

structure of Being. Process, change and history itself leave the underlying quoddity of being unaltered, so 

that the upaniṣad can unabashedly claim tat tvam asi (“You are that”) in the present tense. The Being that 

was is the Being that is you here and now (with, of course, innumerable additive layers of identity that may 

in principle be distinguished from the bare existentiality immanent in them). The central play of āsīt, asti 

and asi in the dialogue is only meant to indicate the non-processual (niṣkriya) being prior and unrelated to 

the activity of creation.  

 Crucially such an assertion and the accompanying comprehension is only possible in language— 
sense-perception is incapable of the apophasis essential to foregrounding Brahman as what is revealed in 

sense-perception— which is why Vedic hermeneutics must ultimately be about the nature and function of 

such informative statements. For Śaṅkara Vedic language alone can generate genuine cognition of the real, 

but language that foregrounds the niṣkriya (actionless) aspect of the world, as opposed to the dynamic, 

creative potencies of the word exploited in the kriyāpara (action-centered) world of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā. 

 The hermeneutics of existential verbs, derived from √bhū-as-vid, cannot be neatly accommodated 

into a semantics of action that considers all verbs kriyāpara. In singling out “asti” as the Vedantic verb par 

                                                
43 Yet Brahman cannot truly be said to “exist” or ‘be’ in the way that existent entities do. Elsewhere (TaUB 
2.1) Śaṅkara says that even the word “sat” is not indicative of Brahman and only serves to mark it out from 
all existent things. This explanatory tension may be discerned more generally in his commentaries. 
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excellence, Śaṅkara is only following the Upaniṣads in carving out a separate domain of language that 

demands a fundamentally new hermeneutic from the kind that the Mīmāṃsakas were accustomed to 

providing. Secondly, Śaṅkara accommodates dynamic verbs within his broader Vedāntic reorientation of 

Vedic values by granting them a derivative functional reality, just as Pūrva Mīmāṃsā made Upaniṣadic 

statements subservient to injunctive language. But the strategy is more radical: now all processual language 

and accompanying action is relegated to a lesser level of reality, the realm of ignorance (avidyā), the domain 

of vyāvāhārika-sattā. This will be discussed subsequently, but it is claimed here that Śaṅkara’s avowal of a 

“tiered” structure of reality/truth, the pārmārthika-vyāvāhārika framework, has a linguistic basis insofar as 

the ātman (being/self/ultimate reality) is niṣkriya (actionless) and the world, including the ritually centered 

Vedic universe enmeshed in the net of kriyā-kāraka relationships, is mithyā, i.e. sad-asad-vilakṣaṇa (BSB 

Adhyāsabhāṣya), i.e. other than real and unreal. The semantics of the bhū-as-vid cluster, according to 

Śaṅkara, must force one to accept that not all verbs, verbal roots or verbal sentences (nominal sentences 

will be taken up later) denote action (even in a thin, minimal sense)— an almost universal assumption of 

Vedic orthodoxy—  and that its presence and use in the Upaniṣad points to a wholly new hermeneutic 

paradigm centered on the ontology of the siddhavastu (pre-existent thing) as opposed to the sādhya.  

 

3.D Tiṅartha and Vedāntic Morphology   

 The mode of “deep structure” analysis, already prevalent in the prior-hermeneutic of Kumārila for 

instance, finds a new articulation in Śaṅkara’s espousal of the pārmārthika-vyāvāhārika framework. The 

ultimate (pārmārthika) truth of niṣkarma (actionlessness) constitutes the deep structure of the surface level 

action-centered semantics of Vedic language. The new hermeneutic not only grants existential verbs their 

singular status but envelopes all verbs within its new mode of verbal analysis. All verbs may essentially be 

said to have an astyartha (meaning of being) once the deeper ontology of verbal meaning is recognized. In 

the Upadeśasāhasrī Śaṅkara attempts to furnish an alternative verbal morphology that grounds niṣkriyatvam, 

so to say, upon actual linguistic structures, especially the structure of verbs, just as Kumārila and others 

more famously attempted along kriyāpara lines. As mentioned before Kumārila reads the force of bhāvanā 
into the meaning of the suffix itself along with claim that all root meaning could be reduced to karotyartha. 

Pāṇini and his commentators simply understood the suffix as supplying agency to the finite verb along with 

other essential information like tense, mood, number etc. This common-sense view of the grammarians is 

transformed by Pūrva Mīmāṃsā hermeneutics into one centered on injunctive language. Śaṅkara too senses 

the need to locate his hermeneutic within a linguistic framework as a mode of validation of his standpoint. 

But how is it possible to read astyartha and a naiṣkarmya ontology into verb-meaning itself?  
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 Śaṅkara’s ingenious solution is to read the pārmārthika-vyāvāhārika distinction into the 

morphology of the verb44. The verb stem derived from the root denotes the specific kind of activity under 

consideration. Regarding the verbal suffix, Śaṅkara is in agreement with the general grammatical principle 

that it is symbolic of the kartā (doer) of the activity (in active voice), hence in direct agreement with the noun 

signifying the agent in the sentence. However from Śaṅkara’s point of view the agency (kartṛtvam) is a 

product of avidyā (ignorance) and adhyāsa (superimposition) of the non-self upon the self. The niṣkriya 

(actionless) self appears to be involved in activity on account of its identification with the real agent, the 

ahaṃkāra/ahaṃkartā (‘I’-sense/ego), that is the actual locus of all action, in fact of all worldly experience. 

This ahaṃkāra/ahaṃkartā, as the begetter of all kartṛtvam, is what connects and accommodates the self 

within the network of kāraka relationships essential to construing any activity. It draws the self down to and 

at par with other constituents of and adjuncts to action, by means of which the agent (kartā) may now 

interact with and wield other kārakas to accomplish an act. The self does indeed contribute something, the 

fact of the individual being ‘conscious’ which is nothing but the caitanya aspect of reality (Brahman) reflected 

in the intellect (buddhi), the actual psycho-physiological element most proximate to the self. The ego is thus 

the first superimposition on the self as well as the seat of all further impositions of agency etc born of a sense 

of ‘I’-hood. The self reflected in the buddhi-ahaṃkāra, the ātmābhāsa, is fundamentally non-different from 

the real self  (being only a reflection in the reflecting medium of the intellect) although it appears to take on 

characteristics of the reflecting medium thus explaining the individual’s complete identification and 

absorption in worldly existence. It is this reflected self that is denoted by the verbal suffix. The verbal stem 

symbolic of the actual activity being undertaken is likewise symbolic of the ego that is the real originator 

and locus of all action. The respective morphological perspectives of the three schools may be schematized 

as follows: 

 

 

     prakṛti (stem)             pratyaya (suffix)  

   

Vyākaraṇa            dhātvartha   kartṛtva/karmatva/bhāva 

 

Pūrva Mīmāṃsā           karotyartha (as the distilled               bhāvanā  
             meaning of all dhātvartha) 

 

Uttara Mīmāṃsā           ahaṃkartuḥ kriyā                      niṣkriyātmābhasa 

                                                
44 Refer US 18.51-71 for the ensuing discussion 
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 The morphological division reflects the fundamental Advaitic principle of the stark opposition 

between action (karma/kriyā) and knowledge (jñāna/avabodha), not merely in the trivial sense of its 

condemnation of Vedic ritual activity, but by asserting the erroneous nature and origin of activity as such, 

based on the fabrication of a sense of “I”. The suffix comes to symbolize knowledge as such, as the 

constitutive feature of the reflected self who is conscious by nature (caitanyarūpam). The stem, on the other 

hand, is symbolic of activity (of the ego) and designates a “lower” rung in the ladder of reality insofar as all 

participants in action, including the central agent (kartā), are constructs emergent upon the ‘I’-sense that is 

itself a product of ignorance. Śaṅkara’s understanding of the fundamental human error as one of 

superimposition (adhyāsa) explained as satyānṛta-mithunīkaraṇam (admixture or non-discrimination between 

real and unreal) is thus located and explained in terms of grammatical structures, paving the way for 

liberation by a transformed engagement with and experience of language itself (as we will see). Moreover, 

by taking the verbal suffix to denote the (reflected) Self, Śaṅkara grants his “actionless” ontology the 

linguistic space, as well as authority, to counter the action-centeredness of the prior-hermeneutics (itself 

grounded in a certain interpretation of language). 

 

3.E Gnosive Verbs in Posterior Hermeneutics 

 While existential verbs and roots direct attention to the siddha (pre-existent) dimension of reality, 

aiding Uttara Mīmāṃsā to extend the scope of the Veda beyond what is unseen, unavailable and to be 

produced (sādhya) to the immediately available and present, gnosive verbal roots— √budh-jñā-cit 45 — 
challenge the kriyāparatvam of the Veda by emphasizing the caitanya aspect of the real. Brahman is not only 

sat, the “pre-existent” ontological horizon in which all things appear, but also cit, the horizonal consciousness 

constituting the background of all cognition, knowledge and sentience, serving as the other precondition for 

beings or entities to “appear” in Brahman— the so-called, but misleading, subjective aspect. For Śaṅkara 

there is nothing subjective about consciousness insofar as it is a constitutive feature of reality/Brahman itself, 

and must be distinguished from what properly falls within the psychological complex of cittam, buddhi, 

manas, ahaṃkāra etc that truly constitute the subject matter of human psychology. The upshot of such an 

understanding of consciousness is that knowing is not to be construed as an activity at all, and that, as in the 

case of existential verbs, grammatical preconceptions can sometimes be more misleading than illuminating. 

                                                
45 One may possibly include here another root, √vid, to know, but which often (like √budh) connotes a 
more active sense of knowing than the naturally self-aware state of the self highlighted in Vedānta. A later 
Advaitin like Vidyāraṇya (Refer Pancadaśī), and the US itself, though, will use terms like “saṃvid” 
occasionally to stand for caitanyam. 
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Śaṅkara's “posterior-hermeneutics” of gnosive verbs (as in the case of existential verbs) indicates, again, a 

“deep-structure” of niṣkriyatvam (actionlessness) that demands its own unique hermeneutic. 

 The fact that there exist in language these two sets of limiting cases (existential and gnosive verbs) 

of a generalized theory of verbal semantics centered on action— and exactly these two— is not coincidental. 

These sets of verbs with their corresponding roots (and nominal forms), and these alone, directly and 

unambiguously indicate Brahman, defined in the Taittirīya Upaniṣad as satyam jñānam anantam (existence-

consciousness-unqualified) or elsewhere as simply sat-cid-ānandam46. In their nominal form, this root-cluster 

give words like jñānam, prajñā, jñapti, prajñānaghana, bodhātmaka, avabodha, ātmabodha, cit, caitanyam and others, 

but it is in their verbal form that their niṣkriyatvam is most polemically relevant and effective since it is 

argued that even as verbs they are not necessarily denotative of activity (construed as either dynamic or stative).  

 We saw earlier that both grammarians and Pūrva Mīmāṃsakas at least consider the problem of the 

inclusion of existential verbs within a purely kriyāpara paradigm and, more generally, the question also 

appeals to our common-sense intuitions about the role of existential verbs like “asti” as well as the function 

of purely existential sentences. The peculiarity of gnosive verbs, on the other hand, appears to be purely an 

innovation within the Upaniṣad-Vedānta tradition, something that in fact confounds our common-sense 

notions about knowledge and perception as mental “activities”. To this extent it remains  Uttara Mīmāṃsā’s 

unique contribution to Vedic hermeneutics and philosophy of language as such.  

 What exactly though is meant in making such a claim? How and why is knowing not an activity? 

The hermeneutics of a sentence denoting an epistemic act, such as “He knows/sees the book” or “The book 

is seen/known” is essentially non-different from the sentence “The book is”. That something is and that it 

is an object of consciousness reciprocally imply each other.47 It is, in fact, Brahman (existence-consciousness) 

approached through its specific abode of name and form (nāmarūpa-saṃsthānam), in this case, the specific 

appearance of the book, nāma and rūpa only serving to individuate and locate existence-consciousness 

(saccit) in the putative object of knowledge. Therefore the perceptibility of the book is in fact an intrinsic 

                                                
46  A third cluster of root-meaning must be pointed out, conveying meanings of shining, illumining, 
appearing, best represented by the roots bhā, kāś, dyut, dīp and others, and conveying the self-illumining 
nature of the self/Brahman. They are crucial in that they seem to represent both aspects of Brahman 
(existence and consciousness) equally, for it is argued that the being of an illumining source, like the sun, 
consists in its appearing. Moreover just as, from the subjective side, things “appear to” our consciousness, 
so, from an objective point of view, reality itself “appears as” one thing or the other. Although they are 
much used, they are not subjected to the same hermeneutic analysis as the existential and gnosive verbs 
more closely tied to the definition of Brahman as satyam and jñānam. 
47 This does not suggest a Berkelian idealism as might be supposed, since the term “consciousness” does 
not reference anything individual, personal or subjective, but indicates the horizon of Brahman as the self-
illumining “conscious” ground of everything. 



  Dhruv Raj Nagar 

 Workshop draft- Please do not circulate 

feature of the book itself, along with its co-incidence in the antaḥkaraṇam of the knower48. Epistemic 

instruments (senses, mind etc) only serve to create a passage, a concatenation of physio-psychological links 

relating, rather uniting, Brahman as located (saṃsthitam) in the knower and the known, the so-called 

subjective and objective ends of the knowledge process49.  

 In other words, if I find myself in the waking state (jāgradavasthā) and I do not make a conscious 

effort to block the normal functioning of my jñānindriyas, knowledge is both inevitable and effortless. I do 

not make any special effort to “see” the book, seeing, or being conscious (caitanya), being the natural 

(svābhāvika) state of the self50. Śaṅkara says here (ChUB 8.12) ātmanaḥ sattāmātra eva jñānakartṛtvam na tu 

vyāpṛtatayā, that is, the self is not an “agent” of cognition in the sense of being involved in activity (vyāpāra) 

but by its mere existence, just as the sun is the “agent” of shining etc simply be being itself and not engaged 

in any vyāpāra (BSB 1.1.5). 

 Knowledge, therefore, is an intrinsic feature of selfhood and cannot “happen” or “occur” in the 

manner of other activities. The self is indeed this choiceness awareness upon whose screen objects of 

knowledge appear and pass away (just as it ontologically grounds the very same objects in its objective aspect 

of bare existence or astitā). Śaṅkara’s construes their opposition in term of puruṣatantra and vastutantra (BSB 

1.1.3). The former is dependent on human will, the latter on the nature of the thing itself. The former is 

accomplished through the paradigm of karoti (“does”), the latter through that of jānāti (“knows”). The former 

is transitory, the latter choicelessly abiding, what Śaṅkara refers to as jñānanityatā51.  

 But what about deliberate thinking, reflection or speculation? Surely they fall within the realm of 

activity? Indeed. Thinking, in Śaṅkara’s scheme, is simply not on par with the passivity and effortlessness 

involved in the semantics of gnosive verbs, and in fact, is not even a paradigmatic case of knowledge. The 

family of verbal meanings denoting thinking activity is also distinguished, originating from roots such as 

man, ciṇt, dhyai, tark, vimṛṣ etc. Knowledge of perceptual objects, therefore, counts as the primary instance of 

jñānam, but when perception is probed further it is discovered that perception is a far wider domain of 

knowledge than presumed; only in the waking state is it equated with sensual perception. Perception 

fundamentally is self-awareness (ātma-jñānam) and continues into the states of dream and deep sleep52. 

                                                
48 Roots of this theory may be found in Śaṅkara himself (US 14), but is more fully articulated by later 
thinkers such as Dharmarāja Adhvarendra (Refer Vedānta Paribhāṣā) 
49 So called because of the upādhis (limiting adjuncts) that foreground the subjective and objective aspects 
respectively in the knower and the known, and not because either of them is wanting in the double-nature 
of  existence and consciousness immanent in them.  
50 As opposed to karmendriyas, the faculties of action, that seem to require the application of will-power 
and presuppose the freedom of choice.  
51  
52 The last being the case of perception without perceptual object, consciousness lacking intentionality.  
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Gnosive verbs, as mush as existential, thus point to the same niṣkriyatvam that is the task of the Veda to set 

forth.  

 But isn’t there a thin sense in which knowing ought still to be construed as an activity, given the 

complex, composite and temporal nature of epistemic acts, even if it does not presuppose conscious agency  

and choice on the part of the knower? In the Upadeśasāhasrī Śaṅkara undertakes an analysis of the verb 

“jānāti”. Echoing the morphological analysis of verbs analyzed before, he says that ‘knowing’ as an 

epistemic act presupposes adhyāsa (superimposition) of intellectual activity (represented by the verbal stem) 

upon the reflected self (represented by the suffix). Strictly speaking, it belongs neither to the self nor to the 

ego/intellect although it has elements of both: na buddheḥ avabodhaḥ asti nātmano vidyate kriyā, ato nānyatarosyāpi 

jānātīti yujyate. Accepting the dynamic aspect of knowledge (avabodha) Śaṅkara says that it must belong to 

the ahaṃkāra (‘I’-sense) and therefore distinguishable from knowledge construed as the pure self-identity of 

consciousness (caitanyam). And further: buddheḥ kartṛtvam adhyasya jānātīti jña ucyate, tathā caitanyamadhyasya 

jñatvam buddheḥ ihocyate. Jñatvam, the natural state of jñānanityatā or choiceness awareness, is thus 

distinguished from kartṛtvam, the agency of the intellect involved in ordinary knowledge acts, and only the 

phenomenon of superimposition permits the meaningful  application of “jānāti” to specific cases. 

Argumentative philosophers (tārkikāḥ) thus claim that knowledge ‘happens’ or is produced (US 18.68) 

when, in truth, knowledge is natural (sahaja) and constitutive of the self. As seen before, the “does-knows” 
opposition is reflected in the stem-suffix morphology, the latter symbolic of the reflected self whose natural 

constitution is to choicelessly “know” at all times. Just as, previously, existence as a be-ing may be construed 

as a temporal activity (along the lines of the verb “bhavati”) so knowledge/perception (really śuddha-

caitanyam) as a know-ing may be construed as a worldly temporal activity. The distilled “inner” or, better, 

apophatic meanings of “asti” and “jānāti”, however, denote Brahman (bare existence and consciousness) 

 There is a clear parallelism, then, between the distinctive ontological and processual semantics of 

existential verbs (as reflected in the verb “asti”), and the passive and active senses of gnosive verbs (reflected 

in the verb “jānāti”), the latter in each category meaningful under the presupposition of adhyāsa 

(superimposition) and vyavahāra, while the former denotative of the choiceless avikriyatvam (actionlessness) 

of their inner meaning. Just as “asti” ultimately refers to the passive being of Brahman as opposed to existent 

things, so “jānāti” ultimately denotes the pure consciousness (śuddha caitanyam) accompanying ordinary 

epistemic acts. Both can be interpreted temporally: existing and knowing as processes in time; as well as 

atemporally/apophatically: as the horizonal being-consciousness accompanying all experience. It is this 

atemporal and apophatic semantics that is foregrounded in the posterior-hermeneutics of Śaṅkara as crucial 

to understanding the nature of Brahman, and derivatively, oneself. The correct hermeneutics of such special 

verbs (as just seen)— that includes their being marked off from a processual interpretive framework— is 
directly effective in the cognition of the nature of Brahman (i.e. oneself).  
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3.F Vākya and the Nominal Sentence 

 So far we have considered the manner in which Śaṅkara (and the Upanisaḍs themselves) 

acknowledge a special domain for some verbs, verbal roots and sentences that cannot be explained on the 

prior-hermeneutic thesis of the action-centrality of language. Not only nouns and nominals but verbal forms 

and sentences too have reference to non-processual and actionless modes of being, so that the kriyāparatvam 

of verbal sentences, and more broadly language, must be abandoned. Indeed much of language may be 

kriyāpara, but prior-hermeneutics fails to account for those phenomenon inherent in language itself that in 

fact allow an exit, an escape, from the action-centeredness of language and the world at large. In this context 

we must finally consider the question of sentential meaning, over and above verbal meaning, especially 

focussing on those sentences that altogether lack a verb. Can such sentences even be considered meaningful 

or valid? Secondly, do they contribute in any way to countering the action-centered discourse inherent in 

the various Brahmanic disciplines? For if Sanskrit allows a perfectly meaningful sentence in the absence of 

a verb, and further, takes such a construction to be prototypical, the construal of a verb (ākhyāta) as the 

syntactical-semantic center of a sentence must be reconsidered.  

 As before, the notion of a vākya (sentence?), in spite of being an overtly grammatical category, has 

parallel histories in the traditions of Mīmāṃsā and Vyākaraṇa, the former often borrowing and developing 

the notion as articulated in traditional grammar. Sentential analysis is a crucial component of Jaimini’s 

sutras where vākya is generally understood inter-sententially, already a point of departure from the 

traditional grammatical view. This is further elaborated and developed in Śabara and Kumārila to argue 

for the ekavākyatā of the Veda along injunctive lines. As opposed to the Mīmāṃsic delimitation of the vākya 

over a larger body of textual meaning, the grammarians, reflecting the common-sense view, understood a 

vākya intra-sententially. Kātyāyana defines a sentence as “eka-tiṅ”, i.e. as a collection of words with precisely 

one finite verb, that is, Kātyāyana did not permit the existence of the purely nominal sentence. Whenever 

a verb is absent in a sentence, a form of existential verbs must be understood: astir bhavantīparaḥ 
prathamapuruṣo’prayujyamāno’py asti (Vārtikā 11 on P 2.3.1). The question remains whether this represents the 

unified vaiyākaraṇa view or Kātyāyana’s own innovation. Madhav Deshpande  has shown that Pāṇini 

himself does not seem to hold on to the view that a vākya must of necessity be eka-tiṅ, and any such reading 

understands Pāṇini retrospectively through the eyes of later grammarians. In other words, Pāṇini had no 

objections to the existence of purely nominal sentences, and did not interpret them as elliptical verbal 

sentences with the verb missing on the surface but to be supplied on the deeper level of sentence-structure53. 

Consider the following sentences: 

                                                
53  “Our judgements about "natural ellipsis" in Sanskrit cannot be imputed into the works of ancient 
grammarians.” (Deshpande Pāṇinian Syntax, p.57) 
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(1) Rāmaḥ sundaraḥ (“Rāma [is] handsome.”) 

(2) Devadutta pācaka odanasya (“Devadutta [is] the cook [who cooks] rice.”) 

 

 For Pāṇini both these sentences appear to be completely meaningful without the postulation of an 

existential verb like “is” (as bracketed above) to render them “complete”. The first is a simple instance of a 

quality predicated of a subject, the second of an agent involved in an activity. Although this may challenge 

our common-sense notions of sentential structure, traditional Sanskrit grammar did not require the 

postulation of verbs that have undergone omission at the surface level. “Rāma handsome” perfectly well 

conveys what is intended without postulating an “is” to “make sense” of the assertion. Moreover in neither 

case is the speaker necessarily committed to the “existence” of Rāma (who may very well be a fictional 

character) and the copula serves more to establish a relation of prediction than carry an existential thrust. 

Distinguishing these senses, for instance, is particularly useful in the interpretation of a sentence like: 

 

(3) The inhabitants of Mars are blond. 

 

 For if the copula here serves merely predicative purposes there is no need to worry about the 

implication of inhabitants of Mars actually existing which would render the negation of the above sentence 

ambiguous54. Appealing to a very different genre of linguistic analysis, we see that George Boole’s treatment 

of categorical propositions such as above lay in the revolutionary insight that some propositions simply lack 

an “existential import”. Boole himself, of course, does not appeal to the diverse semantics of a copula, 

staying within a set-theoretical analysis of propositions in terms of whether the classes involved contain any 

members to justify existential import. But it equally suggests that a mere statement of predication need not 

commit to existential import. The question, then, from the point of view of Sanskrit grammar, is whether 

the copula itself is essential to such a statement or whether it is entirely superfluous, as in the case of “rāmaḥ 
sundaraḥ” (permissible under Pāṇinian rules as we will see), since it does not seem to be accomplishing any 

function not already served by the existing words55. The oddity of a sentence like “Inhabitants of Mars 

blond” may only arise from linguistic conditioning than any a priori logical incompleteness. Secondly, we 

may ask whether the same can be said of statements that really do possess existential thrust? Sanskrit (like 

some other languages that permit nominal sentential constructions) does not seem to distinguish between 

                                                
54 Depending on whether the negation is predicative or existential 
55 In Sanskrit this work is done by the notion of sāmānādhikaraṇyam subsisting between nominals, which 
does not require the presence of a copula to connect them. 
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the two, and a statement like “rāmaḥ sundaraḥ” may well reference an existing person without the postulation 

of an “asti”.56 In either case, the grammatical notion of sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam (nominal co-referentiality) 

is uniformly employed to explain the process of multiple nominal items (such as nouns with their 

accompanying adjectives or predicative sentences containing a copula) referencing one single entity, with 

or without the postulation of a copula or finite verb.57 

 At least for Śaṅkara, the only statements that may be said to possess existential import must be those 

denoting Brahman, either directly through the nominal forms of Brahman/sat/atman etc or, alternatively, 

by the presence of a finite existential verb which, as we have seen, indicates the pure “is-ness” of Brahman 

that only deceptively appears to reside in the accompanying nominal (whatever it may be) owing to the 

imposition of nāmarūpa. All other statements, either predicative or action-conveying, lack an ontological 

commitment as accompanying the ostensible sentential meaning. At one point (TaUB 1.11) he explicitly 

states this with respect to any statement denoting kriyā: “The Veda simply accept the kārakas as they are 

presented in ordinary experience…They are not concerned with affirming that the kārakas actually exist.” 
This implies that Śaṅkara does not consider everyday parlance, replete with action-centered language 

(although not confined to it), to possess existential import. This is consistent with his belief that mundane 

behavior and ordinary-language activity may persist, even thrive, without any reference to how things are. 

Indeed, one may argue, ordinary language behavior establishes its own contingent world of reality, the 

vyāvāhārika-sattā, but even here any existential claim takes recourse to Brahman as the real locus of the 

existential element (satya) of the sentence, the fabricated element (anṛta) being the special addition of 

vyavahāra. The presence of stative verbs or copulae in predicative, or relational sentences may serve a whole 

variety of purposes from establishing a relationship to attribute-possession to conveying states of being, 

without possessing existential import unless Brahman is directly or indirectly indicated, in which case the 

sentence may truly be called existential. This may be one manner of interpreting Śaṅkara’s position on 

existentially committed language. Vedantic mahāvākyas (identity statements), although parallel in structure 

to relational or predicative statements, possess existential import, not by virtue of the connecting copula 

which only serves to relate the two terms, but owing to their reference to Brahman. In either case, from a 

grammatical point of view, as far as various instances of nominal sentences show, as those above 

communicating predication (connection of viśeṣana-viśeṣya-bhāva) or others indicating relation or sambandha 

(“rāmasya pustakam” rendered into English with the possessive verb “Rāma has a book”), the asti (“is”) 

remains superfluous in order to render the sentence intelligible or grammatically correct. 

 But where is the grammatical license that annuls verbal ellipsis and permits the existence of nominal 

sentences? We must delve a little here into Pāṇini’s conception of case-allocation. Pāṇini allocates case forms 

                                                
56 For Boole, this condition is satisfied by the explicit mention of existential import (the sign ∑[x])  
57 To be discussed in more detail in subsequent sections 
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to nominal stems depending on their relation to the overall activity being represented by the sentence, that 

is, on their specific roles as kārakas or participants in action. For instance, in “devadattaḥ pacati odanam” 

(“Devadatta cooks the rice”) “odana” takes second case (accusative) representative of the object/goal of 

action in the active voice. Interestingly, however, the nominative case is not allocated on the basis of kāraka 

relations at all. The crucial sūtra here is P. 2.3.46: prātipadikārtha-liṇga-parimāṇa vacana-mātre prathamā. For 

Pāṇini, while other case-forms denote particular kārakas, the nominative case is used merely to indicate the 

meaning of the nominal stem (prātipadikārtha), its number and  gender. But how then, in the foregoing 

example for instance, do we impute agency (kartṛtvam) to Devadatta as the agent of cooking? In the 

Pāṇinian system agency is already allocated to and symbolized by the verbal affix (tiṅ-pratyaya) so that the 

nominal only serves to indicate the extra information such as gender, number and nominal stem meaning. 

In other words, the nominative, so to say, lies outside the kāraka system, the network of relationships 

established to successfully execute an action represented by the finite verb. The nominative is used whenever 

any syntactic-semantic roles like “agent”, “object” etc do not remain to be indicated or, more significantly 

for us, do not need to be.  

 Under these conditions, therefore, a nominal sentence like “rāmaḥ sundaraḥ” may be derived 

without any reference to a finite verb, hence pre-empting the need to posit verbal ellipsis. This, at least, 

appears to be Pāṇini’s view of the matter.58 The further peculiarity of a nominal sentence like “rāmaḥ 
sundaraḥ” lies in the fact that the two nominal stems here are connected to each other by a relation of co-

referentiality. The question arises whether this relation is already covered by the sūtra or needs an additional 

statement. In paraphrasing Kātyāyana’s view of the matter Paul Thieme (“Pāṇini and Pāṇiniyas” 1956, 

pp.3-4) says that “in a sentence like vīraḥ puruṣaḥ…we have conveyed not only two notions (vīra- and puruṣa-

) and their gender and number (by the ending -s), but also an additional idea, the idea of identification: we 

understand that the puruṣa has the characteristics of a vīra…in a nominal sentence, where what we call 

“subject” and “predicate” refer to the same concept under different names, in our case: vīras and puruṣas 

refer to the same person, because there is something additional (adhika) [not only just the names of the two 

concepts and the designation of their number and gender, namely the idea of identification.” Kātyāyana 

concludes that such an addition is unnecessary and the co-presence of the two words is enough to establish 

their co-referentiality or sāmānādhikaraṇyam, what Thieme calls “identification”. Such identification, thus, 

may hold between purely nominal words without positing a finite verb in cases where the sentence makes 

no ostensible reference to an action or state.  

 These considerations suggest that, in their articulation of prior-hermeneutics, the Mīmāṃsa 

centralization of the finite verb symbolic of kriyā, the corresponding kāraka paradigm and the verbal 

                                                
58  Any other case (than the nominative) represents something more than the mere stem meaning, 
conveying its role in the larger kāraka network. The nominative is therefore, in some way, the default case. 
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sentence in general tends to disregard other features of verbal and sentential semantics, features picked up 

by the posterior-hermeneutics of Śaṅkara. Secondly, the discussion provides a clue to a significant element 

in the unfoldment of such a posterior-hermeneutic, the phenomenon of nominal co-referentiality (found 

typically but not necessarily in nominal sentences) that will be analyzed in the next section. Here it will be 

worthwhile to briefly divert our attention to the kinds of sentences considered most significant within the 

Advaita system, the so-called mahāvākyas. Where do these statements stand in light of the previous discussion? 

The four well-known mahāvākyas are59: 

 

(4) Tat tvam asi (Ch.U.6.8.7 ) 

(5) Ahaṃ brahmāsmi (Bṛ.U.1.4.10) 

(6) Ayam ātmā brahma (Mā.U.2.1 ) 

(7) Prajñānam brahma (Ait.U.3.3 ) 

 

 These statements are significant for asserting the identity between the limited, finite self (jīvātman) 

and the unlimited self (sarvātman/paramātman), the subjective/personal and objective/impersonal “poles” 
of Brahman, presupposing a complex propaedeutic that is supposed to make the equation intelligible, and 

serve as the direct means of liberation by a correct comprehension of their meaning (vedānta-vākya-pramāṇena). 

It is noteworthy that the first two appear to be on par with verbal sentences while the latter with the nominal 

sentence. The above considerations compel us to ask whether (6) and (7) are instances of the nominal 

sentence not requiring the postulation of an “asti” to render them complete. At first glance it appears that 

this is indeed the case since the identity attempted to be established between the two terms is entirely 

negotiable though the already existing words, as in previous examples. The upaniṣads, for that very reason, 

do not feel compelled to append a verb.  But what of the expressions (4) and (5) that explicitly contain finite 

verbs?  

 The first thing to observe is that (4) and (5) are statements in the first and second-person while (6) 

and (7) find a neutral third-person expression. Indeed nominal sentences are most visible in Sanskrit in the 

third-person, usually expressive of co-referentiality already observed in such cases as ‘rāmaḥ sundaraḥ’. The 

didactic context may also help to illumine the situation. (4) is integrated into a long dialogue between 

Uddālaka and Śvetaketu in which Uddālaka is presenting ātmavidyā to his son and student who is 

repeatedly told (eight times) “you are that” at the end of each provisional unfoldment of the self. In the 

second case, “I am Brahman” simply records the direct first-person realization of Prajāpati, and 

                                                
59 It is not assumed, for the purpose of this paper, that these four mahāvākyas are especially unique or 
sacrosanct in some way as compared to other equational statements occurring in the Upaniṣadic corpus 
but, nonetheless, remain exemplary, especially “tattvamasi” which is the most important statement of 
identity for Śaṅkara.  
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subsequently Vāmadeva or another human being, as a response to the question “What did he know that he 

became all?”. (6) and (7), on the other hand, are entirely free of any dialogical context or reference to first-

person states, as parts of a complete self-contained instruction with no speaker or audience. In these cases 

the identity is expressed as a matter of fact, as already known and subsequently communicated through the 

upanisad. In (4) and (5), however, the identity (of self and Brahman) is of the nature of a discovery. It is 

either established by a teacher (Chāndogya) or understood by the subject (Bṛhadāraṇyaka). The unknown 

becomes known in the transition of the knower from ignorance to knowledge. May this in part explain the 

absence of the copula in the other two? All four are, for Śaṅkara, cases of an underlying 

sāmānādhikaraṇyam or unity where the overt difference between the individual and Brahman co-exists 

with a covert non-duality, but only in (4) and (5) is the non-duality of the manner of a realization, a discovery, 

thus allocating to the copula the task of revealing and rendering transparent the unknown oneness. The 

other cases simply state the sāmānādhikaraṇyam (as typical nominal sentences do) without requiring a 

copula at all, the non-duality being taken for granted in the sovereign foreknowledge of the upaniṣadic 

unfoldment. The copula, therefore, may be said to serve the special purpose of emphasizing and 

underscoring an identity not immediately evident and which explicitly erodes, even contradicts, the 

common-sensical understanding of the subject or pupil in question. 

 This purpose is bolstered by another consideration. The mahāvākyas of Chāndogya 6th chapter (as 

seen in section 3C) and Bṛhadāraṇyaka 1.4 both contain a trans-temporal dimension by which Brahman prior 

to creation is equated with the temporal self within creation: “Sadeva saumya idamagre āsīt” (ChU 6.2.1) and 

“ātmaiva idamagre āsīt” (Bṛ.U.) culminate respectively in the mahāvākyas reproduced here by way of equating 

āsīt (“it was”) with asi (“you are”) and asmi (“I am”). This equation would not be possible without the presence 

of the copulas in (4) and (5) that explicitly identify the niṣkriya pre-existent Brahman (indicated in the past-

tense) with the individual here and now, thus negating the reality of kāla (time) and nāmarūpa as factors 

capable of separating the self immanent in creation from the transcendent 60  Brahman. If these 

considerations carry any weight they should go some way in explaining why verbal forms, although they 

may be present in certain identity statements or statements of co-referentiality, are not essential and may 

be altogether absent in cases where they don't seem to serve a specific purpose. There appears to be no 

necessity to construe certain mahāvākyas as elliptical verbal sentences given that identity between purely 

nominal forms can be articulated without the positing of hypothetical verbs. These verbal forms (when they 

do occur), in either case, have no bearing on the action-semantics of the prior-hermeneutics, serving either 

as existential verbs (section ) or (as in this section) equational.  

                                                
60 The term ‘transcendent’ is only used with caution here, as a possible rendering of nirguṇa and related 
concepts. Brahman, as the Upaniṣads and Śaṅkara himself is most insistent, is anything but transcendent, 
being the most familiar, intimate, personal and well-known of all things. 
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4 SAṂKARA’S GLOBAL REAPPRAISAL OF HERMENEUTIC THEORY 

4.A Sāmarthyam in Pāṇini and Indian Grammar 

 Śaṅkara not only negotiates a reassessment of local linguistic features of an action-based semantics 

fueling prior-hermeneutic theory— features of certain classes of verbs, verbal morphology and the verbal 

sentence— but grounds hermeneutic theory in an alternative center of gravity in the Sanskrit language. 

Considerations of the last section have already hinted at the specific resource exploited by Śaṅkara, the 

analysis of sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam (nominal co-referentiality), as opposed to the tiṅ-sāmānādhikaraṇyam 

employed by Kumarila and other Pūrva Mīmāṃsākas. To appreciate this subtle tectonic shift at the core of 

linguistic analysis it is first necessary to understand the significance of sāmarthyam (meaningfulness) as a 

grammatical category, reapplied in a whole new way to posterior-hermeneutics. 

 Essentially sāmarthyam refers to the manner in which individual words combine to produce overall 

sentential meaning, but the process by which this is achieved is a contentious issue in Indian philosophy of 

language. The Pūrva Mīmāṃsic theories of anvitabhidhānavada and abhitānvayavada are two of the 

various theoretical accounts offered to explain the process. In spite of the differences of these two theories 

in particular, they assume the primacy of the verb, as is to be expected from any prior-hermeneutic analysis 

of sentential meaning. From the point of view of Pāṇini, however, sāmarthyam appears to be a much more 

flexible, less ideologically motivated, concept which must be investigated at this early stage of grammatical 

theory prior to the more philosophical accounts subsequently hypothesized in the various Indian 

philosophical schools. Pāṇini is, first and foremost, a pragmatist and even his own commentators, as seen 

before, often favor theoretical unity over descriptive variance and context-sensitivity characteristic of Pāṇini 

himself. It is here, therefore, that any potential resource for an aspiring posterior-hermeneutics must be 

sought. To begin with, sāmarthyam is a much more central concept in Pāṇini than vākya itself. We saw 

earlier that Kātyāyana defined a vākya (sentence) as that which contains a finite verb and that Pāṇini did 

not prescribe to such a view. He generally did not have much use for the term relying, rather, on the notion 

of sāmarthyam61 whenever he wanted to refer to larger units of meaning than individual words, but which 

do not necessarily comprise a complete sentence at face value. Sāmarthyam, translated as “syntactic-

semantic relationship”, may thus hold for any of the following relationships: 

 

               Syntactic-semantic relationship 

 

(8) nīlaḥ aśvaḥ (“black horse”)          sāmānādhikaraṇyam 

                                                
61 A 2.1.1, 4.1.82, 8.1.28 etc 
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(9) devadattasya putraḥ (“Devadatta’s son”)         sambandha 

(10) grāmam anu (“towards the village”)                     upapada 

(11) pacati odanam (“cooks the rice”)             kriyākārakabhāva 

 

 All these may count as instances of sāmarthyam for Pāṇini and, as is evident, may denote intra-

sentential relationships often inadequate to convey complete sentential meaning or genuinely novel and 

useful information. The last (11), nonetheless, is an example of a relationship exemplifying 

kriyākārakabhāva and indeed comprehensible as a complete sentence with the assumption of an unstated 

subject as the agent. (9) and (10), although meaningful relationships in themselves indicating sambandha 

(relation in general) and prepositional co-occurrence respectively, however are not likely to count as fully-

formed sentences owing to the incompleteness of their meaning, and for Kātyāyana an incompleteness of 

syntax rendered complete by the presence of a finite verb. For Pānini, as we saw, this condition is overridden 

by the consideration that the nominative case may be added to an item if any semantic roles (kārakas) do 

not need to be indicated (A 2.3.46), thereby potentially permitting the existence of a sentence without a 

finite verb. Case-allocation for nominals accompanied by upapadas (prepositional co-occurrence), as in (10), 

is governed by its own set of rules and does not take the nominative. (10), in either case, may be rendered 
“complete” with the addition of a finite verb (say “gaccati”) making the sentence “(He) goes towards the 

village”. (9) could well be an instance of a noun taking the nominative case by the application of A 2.3.46 

merely denoting the stem-meaning (prātipadikārtha) in the absence of any reference to semantic roles. 

However, we are in the dark about what the assertion could mean on its own unless, again, a verb (like 

“asti” or “gaccati”) is supplied. (8), it appears, is the only instance of a syntactic-semantic relationship— 
other than the paradigmatic kriyākārakabhāva— that is not only grammatically permissible (according to 

Pāṇini) but also conveys useful information (indicating that the horse is black) such that the assertion is 

complete without the assumption of any implicit verbs.  

 Sāmarthyam, therefore, is a much more elastic concept in Pāṇinian grammar extending beyond 

the semantic action-centrality and syntactic verb-centrality prototypical of subsequent linguistic and 

hermeneutic theorization. Even for Pāṇini the paradigmatic sentence is the verbal, wherein various kāraka 

relationships unfold in the accomplishment of an action, as described in Aṣtādhyāyī’s primary section dealing 

with nominal semantics (A 1.4.23: kārake). He nonetheless appears to admit the existence of nominal 

sentences and, as the above examples show, it is the category of sāmānādhikaraṇyam or co-referentiality as 

a case of sāmarthyam that paradigmatically fulfills this role. In a statement of co-reference or, what 

Deshpande calls, an equational sentence, new and useful information may be communicated without 

subserving to the category of kriyākārakabhāva prototypical of vyākaraṇa analysis.  
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4.B Sāmānādhikaraṇyam & the Posterior-Hermeneutics of Śaṅkara 

 It is this sāmānādhikaraṇyam— as both a syntactically valid as well as semantically meaningful and 

complete case of syntactic-semantic relationship (sāmarthyam)— that upends kriyākārakabhāva as the 

primary object of linguistic and hermeneutic enquiry in Uttara Mīmāṃsā. It permits a mode of sentential 

analysis that is free of any reference to action or grammatical features descriptive of action, grounding itself, 

instead, on the nominal and pure “actionless” relation of one nominal to another, such as we find in the 

relationship between a noun and an adjective, but which Śaṅkara and his successors construe as the basis 

of posterior-hermeneutic theory, relating the various “qualities” of Brahman— satyam, jñānam, 

anantam— to each other on the one hand, and the “individual” subject with the “universal” Brahman (as 

in the mahāvākyas) on the other. The understanding of such sāmānādhikaraṇyam may be said to be the 

proximate cause of mokṣa itself. Almost all theories put forward by later Advaitins and Śaṅkara himself to 

explain the dynamics of sentential comprehension— from anvaya-vyatireka to the various theories of 

lakṣaṇa (secondary/indirect meaning)— assume sāmānādhikaraṇyam as the central principle behind 

posterior-hermeneutic sentential analysis without always making it explicit, at the same time signaling a 

general hermeneutic shift towards a paradigm of nominal language about things, as opposed to verbal 

language denoting process and activity. 

 But what precisely does the concept mean? It will be outside the scope of the paper to explore the 

rich history of the concept in Indian grammar, philosophy and theology but I attempt to address the use of 

the term in the domain in which it is most often applied, the analysis of Sanskrit sentences containing 

nominal items? It will be helpful to distinguish a linguistic and an ontological sense of sāmānādhikaraṇyam, 

although it may be misleading to conclude that the grammarians worked with a purely linguistic sense of 

the term eschewing any ontological implications. As in the case of the term “kāraka”, the term appears to 

cover an ontolinguistic field accommodating words as well as their real-world referents. Linguistically the 

concept helps to determine sentential meaning by isolating semantically similar or co-referential nominal 

items. In practice, it implies that one group words with the same nominal endings together (as and when 

meaningful) in order to isolate larger intra-sentential semantic units which will eventually yield the overall 

sentential meaning. But its characterization as “sāmānādhikaraṇyam” or “same-locus-ness” indicates that 

the grammarians justified this practice by an ontological presumption along the lines that the various 

nominal items denote qualities that are located in one and the same object, thereby permitting the allocation 

of the same nominal endings to those items, just as in the phrase ‘the blue lotus’ blueness is somehow 

supposed to reside in or belong to the lotus. However, from the point of view of Sanskrit grammar there 

seems to be no prima facie justification for the prioritization of a substantive lotus as the actual real-world 

referent denoted by a noun, as distinguished from the qualities attributed to it (denoted by adjectives). The 

concept of sāmānādhikaraṇyam merely states that all words in the same nominal case— including the one 
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doing the work of the “noun” in context— have the same ontological reference, and thus may be 

semantically related. This ontological referent, therefore, may be said to ground the attribute of “lotushood” 
in the same way as it grounds “blueness” etc62.  

 Julius Lipner, calling this a unique characteristic of “Hindu logic” (Lipner 1986, pp.153-54), says 

that “lotus” and “blue” are both equally to be regarded as predicates describing the referent (the external 

lotus): “In other words…this existential statement is saying that there is an object out there which 

instantiates the synthetic co-presence of “lotushood” and “blueness”.” There are thus, here, two qualifying 

predicates (lotushood and blueness) and not just one (blueness) as would be dictated by “Western logic” 
according to Lipner. Following this logic to its natural culmination then requires that, strictly speaking, we 

do not refer to the external referent as “lotus”  at all but simply as “referent” that possesses the characteristic 

of being “lotus” just as much as other characteristics. Whatever other consequences this logic may have in 

philosophy and the relationship of metaphysics and syntax, it suggests that the mere existential assertion of 

an entity contextually picks out an element designated by what Lipner calls the “referent term” (here “lotus”) 

while other features may be denoted by the “qualifier terms”, without presuming that “lotushood” picks out 

something more ontologically fundamental than “blueness” etc. The existential aspect of the referent is 

neutral, so to say, to the qualities signified by the application of referent or qualifier terms. For Śaṅkara the 

real ontological referent in any such statement is Brahman, devoid of all qualities, and it is only natural, 

from his point of view, that words only pick out specific features (nāmarūpa) of an entity which all must be 

in sāmānādhikaraṇyam with each other without touching the existential aspect of the entity, which is only 

conveyed by  Brahman.  

 Here is a paradigmatic instance where linguistic theory lends itself to a philosophical position or 

claim (here of Śaṅkara Vedānta) even if it does not explicitly develop the ontological implications by itself. 

It is clear that sāmānādhikaraṇyam provides Śaṅkara with an invaluable methodological tool to work out 

an ontology of the relationship (or identity) of linguistic, especially nominal items, just as the prior-

hermeneutic used kriyākārakabhāva to determine intra-sentential relations. Śaṅkara actually has his own 

word for it: tulyanīḍatvam (tulya = same; nīḍa= nest/locus), remarkably similar to the term 

“sāmānādhikaraṇyam” in every respect, making one wonder about his motivations for inventing the 

neologism. In short, tulyanīḍatvam does the philosophical and ontological work for Śaṅkara that is 

complemented by the grammatical purposes to which sāmānādhikaraṇyam is put by the vaīyākaraṇas. We 

will take up the two paradigmatic instances in which sāmānādhikaraṇyam/tulyanīḍatvam as employed by 

Śaṅkara to articulate the truths of posterior-hermeneutics. Not surprisingly these comprise the two most 

significant aspects of “Advaita Vedānta” itself: (i) the definition of Brahman, and more centrally (ii) the 

                                                
62 visesana visesya  
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identity statements or mahāvākyas, corroborating the claim that Śaṅkara Vedānta is, first and foremost, a 

vākya-śāstra, in particular, an apophatic depth-grammar of the real, paying attention to which liberation is 

inevitable.  

 

 4.B.i Sāmānādhikaraṇyam and Brahman 

 Regarding both Śaṅkara’s primary motive in the application of sāmānādhikaraṇyam is to establish 

the identity of one and the same referent implicated in the use of multiple nominal items. In this he is only 

attempting to mirror the dynamics of sāmānādhikaraṇyam employed in grammatical analysis but 

explicating and elaborating its presuppositions and internal distinctions. In the latter case (i.e. mahāvākyas) 

the question pertains to the very possibility of sāmānādhikaraṇyam (between atman and Brahman) which 

must be established, while in the former (definition of Brahman) the questions hinges on the nature of 

sāmānādhikaraṇyam between the co-referential terms occurring in the definition. It will be argued here that 

Śaṅkara’s analysis of the definition of Brahman (in Tai.U. 2.1) constitutes a unique contribution to the 

hermeneutics of the nominal word, developing a sophisticated account of the nature and kinds of 

sāmānādhikaraṇyam that obtain between nominal items. The Taittirīya definition of Brahman is stated 

below, along with the example with which Śaṅkara compares it: 

 

(12) satyam jñānam anantam brahma 

(13) nīlam mahat sugandhi utpalam 

 

 Both are instances of three adjectival items qualifying a substantive, (12) defining Brahman and (13) 

a water-lily63. After acknowledging that the three adjectival items— satyam, jñānam, anantam— are in 

grammatical co-referentiality or sāmānādhikaraṇyam Śaṅkara makes it his primary task to distinguish such 

co-referentiality from that occurring in other ordinary statements not descriptive of Brahman, i.e. he 

attempts to show that (12) and (13) although bearing a superficial resemblance (as co-referential phrases) 

                                                
63 There is the question of the interpretation of Śaṅkara’s example. It is possible that the term “utpalam” 
references a lotus or, alternatively, a water-lily. This matters because the question is open whether the 
example refers to contingent qualities a thing may possess, like a lotus that just happens to be large, blue 
and fragrant or whether it “defines” an utpalam, referring to its essential qualities, in which case it is 
possible to take “utpalam” as a particular kind of water-lily (possibly the nymphaea nouchali or nymphaea 
caerulea) distinguished by its blue color, characteristic fragrance and size. This would completely change 
the point of the example. The latter parallels the definition of Brahman more closely than the former where 
the lotus could, for instance, be small and pink, yet continue being a lotus. In the latter interpretation, just 
as it is Brahman’s defining nature to be satyam, jñānam and anantam, so it is the utpalam’s defining 
characteristic to be blue, large and fragrant, the difference between the two definitions being subsequently 
unfolded by Śaṅkara. Translations of the above passage do not seem to take this problem into account, 
and often just read “a large, blue, fragrant lotus” or the like. 
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hide a deeper distinction, and that satyam, jñānam, anantam are, in fact, not adjectival (viśeṣaṇa) at all but 

definitional (lakṣaṇa). The argument, in short, is that adjectives usually serve to distinguish an entity from 

like entities, that is, from entities of the same jāti or class, but a definition  (Śaṅkara’s notion of lakṣaṇa) 

distinguishes it from everything else. The rationale here seems to be that substantives, such as a water-lily, 

admit of being potentially qualified by alternative predicates, such qualification being the only mode of 

distinguishing one thing from another. Attribution thus presupposes the existence of multiple substantives 

of the same species distinguishable from each other by virtue of the specific permutation of attributes applied 

to each, or other genera into which the substantives might fall. Brahman, however, is one of its kind and 

admits neither of genera nor species. It cannot be distinguished from other kinds of brahman, but neither 

is there any genus outside of Brahman. What these terms do, therefore, is not distinguish Brahman but isolate 

it altogether in terms of its three-fold nature (existence, consciousness, infinite). There are thus at least two 

kinds of co-referentiality for Śaṅkara, one wherein the co-referential terms mark off the referent from others 

of its class or genus (samānajātiyebhyaḥ nivartakaḥ), and the other where they isolate the referent (Brahman) 

from every existent thing (sarvataḥ nivartakaḥ).  

 Elsewhere Śaṅkara asserts that Brahman is not only incomprehensible through the category of class 

(jāti) but is equally devoid of qualities (guṇa), action (kriyā) and any sort of relation (sambandha). Keeping in 

mind such a conception of Brahman, Śaṅkara could be interpreted as attempting a distinction between a 

referent that is truly devoid or empty of any qualification whatsoever (of genus, species, quality, relation 

etc), and referents that partake of the above qualifications. But, for Śaṅkara, anything in the latter category 

is mithyā i.e. only conventionally, and not ultimately, real. Strictly speaking, then, the only true and actually 

existing locus or adhikaranạ of attribution is Brahman, since other substantives are themselves adhyāropita 

(superimposed) upon Brahman and not independently existing external referents. They may contingently 

serve as the grammatical loci of viśeṣaṇas (qualities) in vyavahāra or the conventionally real, but the real 

ground or referent of every attribution is Brahman, whether the attribution be adjectival or generic. That 

satyam (existence) and jñānam (consciousness) constitute the definition (lakṣaṇa) of Brahman really implies 

that they empty Brahman of all content whatsoever, simultaneously permitting it to serve as the (empty) 

locus or receptacle of any attribution.  

 Neither of sat or cit, existence and consciousness, are predicative but must be presupposed, almost 

in a Kantian sense, as the a priori ground for the assertion of any statement i.e. Brahman itself must be 

presupposed as the basis of all meaningful discourse. As seen before, their predicative surface form, as in 

the sentence “The tree exists” involves an ontological reversal by which the real substantive (Brahman) 

appears adjectival or predicative, when the deep structure of the statement ought to take the form: 

“Existence [of x]”, where x is any name-form (nāmarūpa) like “tree” predicated of or superimposed on 

Brahman. Sat and cit in the former appear to be finite, i.e. circumscribed by the bounds of nāmarūpa (as in 
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“tree”) they appear to be qualifying. This clarifies the significance of the third definitional term “anantam” 
indicating that existence and consciousness are really unlimited but appear to be finite or limited by the 

entity with which they are associated. It is necessary for a posterior hermeneutics to clarify such a depth 

grammar behind everyday predicative utterances in order to generate a clearer insight into the nature of 

Brahman itself and why it three definitional terms (lakṣaṇas) render it immanent in everything (since they 

saturate all existence) as much as they make it transcendent (since they isolate Brahman from everything else), 

an apophatic cataphasis that is at the heart of Śaṅkara Vedānta. 

 Sāmānādhikaraṇyam in this ultimate sense, therefore, ought to assume Brahman as the only true 

adhikaraṇam or referent, as suggested previously in the example of “the blue lotus” where both “blue” and 

“lotus” equally refer outside of themselves to a neutral objective referent. Brahman is the existential “aspect” 
of the referent, its quoddity or thatness (as opposed to its qualitative aspects) which by its very definition as 

pure existence (sattāmātram) may function as the unifying ground for the grammatical application of 

sāmānādhikaraṇyam over several nominal items, since it is equally neutral to adjectival or generic 

attribution. However, from the point of view of sāmānādhikaraṇyam as a viśeṣaṇa-viśeṣya relation (as 

opposed to lakṣaṇa-lakṣya), one may derivatively speak of lotus as such a unifying locus of blueness etc. In 

either case, in the construal of the definition of Brahman as a special case of sāmānādhikaraṇyam (that of 

lakṣaṇa-lakṣya-bhāva) Śaṅkara puts nominal co-referentiality right at the heart of hermeneutic analysis, 

making its apophatic function an almost indispensable condition for grasping the nature of Brahman. It is 

also worth noting that in doing so he puts forward a semantics of the locus (adhikaraṇam) that transgresses 

its traditional inclusion in the kāraka paradigm, since the locus was prototypically seen as the locus of 

activity. Adhikaraṇa here, on the contrary, comes to represent the concept par excellence of a niṣkriya 

semantics of the Vedic word. Nominal co-referentiality, however, finds another crucial application in 

Śaṅkara Vedānta in the interpretation of the famous mahāvākya or equational statement. This equation is 

made possible in Śaṅkara’s system by an even more centralized role allocated to sāmānādhikaraṇyam that 

will now be considered. 

 

4.b.ii Sāmānādhikaraṇyam and Brahmajñānam 

 It is telling that Sureśvarācārya in the Naiṣkarmyasiddhi (“The Establishment of Actionlessness”) takes 

Śaṅkara’s example of the blue water-lily when expounding the dynamics of the mahāvākya. Although both, 

the definition of Brahman and the equation of ātman and Brahman, comprise instances of nominal co-

referentiality, their unfoldment seems to require the application of slightly distinct hermeneutic techniques, 

thus complicating the relevance of the example. The central hermeneutic task for explaining the 

sāmānādhikaraṇyam of ātman and Brahman lies in its frustration or repudiation of common-sense: how 

can the limited, bodily individual be identical with the unlimited cause of the universe? This problem is not 
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addressed by an example like ‘the blue water-lily’ in which the co-referentiality is not under question. 

Śaṅkara’s own example in his mahāvākya analysis in the US , nīlāśva (“the black horse”) appears to suffer 

from the same limitation. Śaṅkara’s intention, though, only seems to be to indicate a certain parallelism 

between the mahāvākya and predicative utterances like ‘the black horse’ (that of nominal co-referentiality) 

without drawing any further implications.  

 Integral to both cases, however, is a certain theory of exclusion by which words do not merely carry 

their own meaning but serve to exclude meanings falling outside of their semantic field. Responding to the 

objection that words like “jñānam” ordinarily stand for a knowing activity or process, exposing Brahman 

itself to the realm of change and action, Śaṅkara responds by offering a more revealing explanation of the 

viśeṣaṇa-lakṣaṇa distinction. He clarifies that it is indeed possible for even the words “satyam” and “jñānam” 
to stand for spatio-temporally delimited beings subject to change, but such reference is satyajñānaśabdavācya, 

i.e. ‘denoted’ by the words being and consciousness, as opposed to being lakṣya, or “indicated”. Reiterating 

the kriyārthatvam at the basis of all nominal and verbal derivation, Śaṅkara admits (TaUB 2.1) that indeed 

all root-meaning is based on the accomplishment of action— dhātvarthaḥ kārakāpekṣaḥ— including the case 

of jñānam which must also designate activity; however, what it really designates is the activity of the buddhi 

and the antaḥkaraṇam. Brahman, being niṣkriya and unchanging, cannot be the root-meaning of 

“jñānam”, but nonetheless may be “indicated” by the word since its ordinary application presupposes and 

reflects the unchanging consciousness that appears to undergo change in its association with buddhi: naiva 

dhātvarthaḥ tat— akriyārūpatvāt. Ataḥ eva ca na jñānakartṛ. Tasmādeva na ca jñāna-śabdavācyamapi tadbrahma. Tathāpi 

tadābhāsavācakena buddhidharmaviśeṣaṇam jñāna-śabdena tat lakṣyate, na tu ucyate, TaUB 2.1. Likewise the word 

“satyam” although ordinarily standing for (vācya) existent things nonetheless indicates (lakṣya) pure 

existence.  

 At the same time the word “sat” (existence) is supposed to serve the purpose of merely asserting that 

Brahman is not non-existent and “cit” (consciousness) that this existence of Brahman is not inert/inanimate 

(Tai UB 2.1). Nonetheless the words continue to indicate an autonomous conscious presence. Such a 

paradoxical double-commitment still requires to be sufficiently theorized in modern scholarship on the 

subject and even the traditional commentarial tradition is inconsistent on the issue. Part of the answer has 

to do with their ‘a priori’ function suggested earlier, the fact that the terms “sat” and “cit” do not pick out 

anything from the semantic content representing the features of the world or a particular object, and that 

Brahman itself, as existence-consciousness, cannot be meaningfully said to exist or be conscious, thus 

preventing the application of sat and cit directly to Brahman (even if they constitute its definition). 

Nonetheless the context here is Śaṅkara’s negation of the opponent’s claim that such an impoverished  and 

thin sense of Brahman (as bare existence-consciousness) renders it almost non-existent (śūnya) and it is in 

response to this objection that he admits Brahman as possessing a certain positivity in the semantic core of 
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the words “satyam” and “jñānam”, which is best understood, as I argue, through an a priori logic since they 

are empty of any semantic content in the ordinary sense of the word. 

 In a different manner the exclusionist theory is also applicable to mahāvākya analysis, possibly 

justifying Sureśvarācārya’s move of transferring the example from the first context to the second. Indeed, 

mutual exclusion is the central means of explaining the sentence “tat tvam asi” (“That you are.”) from 

Śaṅkara onwards. Later Advaitins (Sarvajñātman, Sadānanda) ) develop the theory of jahadajahallakṣaṇa 

(partial abandonment and partial retention of primary meaning) as a way of explaining the identity of self 

and Brahman, building on the Advaitin adoption of lakṣaṇa or secondary-meaning as a crucial posterior-

hermeneutic tool from Śaṅkara onwards. Although absent in Śaṅkara, it may be said to be present in seed 

form in Śaṅkara’s own discussion of lakṣaṇa-lakṣya-bhāva, as well as the anvaya-vyatireka method of parsing 

the mahāvākya. The method involves the acceptance of that meaning of a term that persists in its 

juxtaposition with another (anvaya), and the abandonment of those meanings that are inconsistent (vyatireka). 

For instance, consciousness, because it is the constitutive meaning of Brahman itself (as seen in its definition) 

must be embraced as the only significant meaning of “tvam” (“you”), but other psycho-physical elements 

of individuality associated with consciousness must be jettisoned since they do not agree with the equated 

term Brahman. Conversely, any sense of Brahman that implies impersonality or objectivity— and Brahman 

does indeed carry this association since it is construed as the objective cause of the universe64— must be 

abandoned for it to be consistent in its equation with ‘tvam’ owing to the intimate, personal nature of 

selfhood. The consequence of the equation is thus the cognition of the conscious subject as de-subjectivized 

being/existence and impersonal Being as personalized65 consciousness, the cognition, however (owing to 

the reciprocality of the two poles), comprising one, unitary cognitive realization.  

 Here too, as in the definition of Brahman, there is both partial survival and partial abandonment 

of meaning. For Sureśvarācārya, in the assertion “the blue lotus”, non-blueness and non-lotushood are 

respectively excluded from lotus and blue respectively, the mutual determination helping to fix the unitary 

meaning of the assertion. Likewise non-Brahmanhood and non-subjectivity are excluded from the self and 

Brahman respectively in the mahāvākya. However, the way in which exclusion works appears to differ in 

the two cases. In the latter case it is mediated through the anvaya-vyatireka method just witnessed. In the 

definition of Brahman, no such methodology is explicitly spoken of and, instead, the determination of word-

meaning is achieved through the vācya-lakṣya distinction. It is possibly, nonetheless, to speak of a general 

logic of “retention-through-exclusion” that seems to be at work in Śaṅkara’s analysis of these key nominal 

statements of the Upaniṣads. Later Advaitins indeed apply the vācya-lakṣya distinction to mahāvākya 

                                                
64 “Janmādyasya yataḥ” (BS I.I.2), “Sarvam khalvidam brahma, tajjalān” ChU 3.14.1 
65 As the witness-consciousness (sākṣī-caitanya) distinct from the individual antaḥkaraṇam or mind-sense 
complex.  
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analysis and, conversely, it is possible to discern reciprocal exclusion in the definition of Brahman in 

Śaṅkara’s comment that the term “anantam” must be interpreted only in conjunction with satyam and 

jñānam where it serves to exclude limitation (antavatvam) in the decision of its semantic content.  

 Although the hermeneutic innovations in the modes of analysis employed by Śaṅkara remained 

inconclusive and undergo finer adjustments and reconceptualization in the hand of later Advaitins, all such 

later developments only build upon the notion of sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam (nominal co-referentiality) 

foregrounded by Śaṅkara. Henceforth it comprises the proper subject-matter of posterior-hermeneutics, as 

opposed to the kriyāpara linguistics of prior-hermeneutics. Indeed, theorization of sāmānādhikaraṇyam and 

lakṣaṇa is already prefigured in Pūrva Mīmāṃsā where it became important, for instance, to interpret 

statements like “the grass-bundle is the sacrificer” (yajamānaḥ prastaraḥ) that necessitated the positing of 

lakṣaṇa (metaphorical or secondary meaning).66 However such indicative statements were subsidiary to the 

performative linguistics of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā that prioritized action-conveying utterances. The hermeneutics 

of niṣkriya language was, therefore, curtailed and reined in by their own performative commitment. The 

Uttara Mīmāṃsā of Śaṅkara further articulated a systematic hermeneutics of niṣkriya discourse by more 

fully developing a coherent account of nominal co-referentiality (sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam) and 

implied/secondary/suggested meaning (lakṣaṇa).    

 As various instances of nominal sentences show, including some of the Upaniṣadic mahāvākyas seen 

earlier, such co-referentiality or sāmānādhikaraṇyam may obtain between nominal items without the 

presumption of a verbal element or copula, which appears to be superfluous in the establishment of the 

identity of the referent. The theoretical postulation of “asti” or a synonymous verb as making up the deep 

structure of sentences (where an explicit verb is absent) appears to be a way by which the vaiyākaraṇas and 

Mīmāṃsakas can smuggle in a processual semantics through the back door. For the “is” can be read 

contextually as stative or processual conveying a state or sense of be-ing/exist-ing as a continuous reflexive 

activity of the thing upon itself. Uttara Mīmāṃsā, on the other hand, eager to emphasize the bare quoddity 

of existence, sees in its usage (if at all it is present) reference to the bare sattāmātratvam or tattvam 

(isness/thatness) of Brahman, and— in its copulative use— the same Brahman indicated as the common 

locus (samāna adhikaraṇam/tulya nīḍam) of an equational statement identifying two seemingly distinct realities, 

the “asi” of the mahāvākya “tattvamasi” serving precisely this purpose as Śaṅkara  clarifies (ChUB 6.8). But 

when the identity is not assumed to be hidden or unknown, and the context not dialogical (as in other 

Upaniṣadic mahāvākyas), the co-referentiality may be stated without a third element to identify the equated 

items.  

                                                
66 It was also applied in the interpretation of sentence-meaning by Kumārila, since the Mīmāṃsakas were 
compelled to admit individuals as the lakṣaṇa or secondary meaning of words, owing to their belief that 
words primarily denoted universals. But implied/suggested meaning still does not constitute such a central 
object of hermeneutic analysis as it did for the Advaita exegetists.  
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 Śaṅkara own terminology for the ground of such identity, as mentioned earlier, is tulyanīḍatvam. He 

says (US 18.170): tvam-satos tulyanīḍatvān nīlāśvavadidam bhavet. (“Because the words ‘thou’ and ‘real’ refer to 

one and the same entity they function like the words ‘the black horse’.”) In doing so Śaṅkara appears to be 

collapsing the difference between the relation of a noun with its accompanying adjective, and a subject 

related to a predicate through a copula, for the absence of the copula tends to make the relationship 

adjectival, as in “nīlaḥ aśvaḥ”. It may be argued that, in any case, Sanskrit does not maintain a clear 

distinction between the two, and the context and order of words will often determine whether the 

relationship is, for instance, assumed (“nīlaḥ aśvaḥ”) or proclaimed (“aśvaḥ nīlaḥ [asti]”). The principle of 

tulyanīḍatvam/sāmānādhikaraṇyam is at work in both cases, but Śaṅkara takes the adjectival “nīlaḥ aśvaḥ” 
as example probably in order to show the natural and incontestable nature of the identity of the self with 

Brahman, i.e. the brahmatvam of the self, as in typical adjectival constructions. Just as the horse is naturally 

black, or the tree fig, so the individual self is uncontroversially Brahman. A kind of surface-level 

viśeṣaṇaviśeṣyabhāva obtains between them although the brahmatvam of the self is, strictly speaking, a 

relation of pure identity. But equally, in terms of the grammatical employment of sāmānādhikaraṇyam, the 

same can be argued about any set of items related as viśeṣaṇa-viśeṣya: an external reality instantiates the 

synthetic co-presence of “nīlaḥ” as well as “aśvaḥ” even if the former may be said to be directly qualifying 

the latter. Immediately after (US 18.172), Śaṅkara takes the example of the tenth man— daśamas tvam (“You 

are the tenth.”)— to further elucidate the co-referentiality, displaying his uniform treatment of very different 

kind of surface-level constructions, and how he saw them as variously instantiating such synthetic co-

presence in language67. Importantly, in terms of the bigger picture, such considerations direct attention 

towards the prior presence grounding the practice of linguistic attribution— the neutral, uniform and 

passive adhikaraṇa of predicates, which, for Śaṅkara, is none other than Brahman— away from the 

kriyāpara semantics of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā prioritizing futurity and “bringing into being”.  

 In doing so, such grammatical analyses make the bhūta (existent/present) dimension of reality the 

primary object of hermeneutic analysis, as opposed to the bhavya (what is yet to come into existence). 

Moreover with its emphasis on yathārthavastujñānam (knowledge of an existent thing as it is), Uttara Mīmāṃsā 
sought to generate such knowledge (productive of liberation) with the aid of specifically grammatical 

resources— sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam, lakṣaṇa, astyartha and others seen earlier— directing attention to 

this the pre-existent (bhūta) dimension of the real. The understanding of the mahāvākya, for instance (as 

seen before), is impossible without grasping the concept of synthetic co-presence derived from grammar. 

Further such an understanding is also sufficient to generate knowledge of brahman; no further philosophical 

                                                
67 This topic demands an independent and more extensive treatment than possible within the confines of 
this paper. I have only attempted to highlight some significant features of sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam, 
ontological and grammatical, that bear on its application in Uttara Mīmāṃsā.  
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engagement is necessary to grasp the truths pertinent to liberation. Only language— for Śaṅkara the Vedic 

word— needs to be accurately decoded. Brahmajñānam, in other words, is entirely and only possible within 

the apophatic application of vyākaraṇa, such as is at work in Śaṅkara’s posterior hermeneutics.  

 Finally, given that brahmajñānam entails the realization of the self as niṣkriya, a hermeneutic 

engagement with the vedavākyas (statements of the Veda) can establish that the final purport of the Veda 

is niṣkriyatvam or naiṣkarmya, i.e. the Upaniṣadic mahāvākya represents the distilled truth, not only of the 

Upaniṣadic corpus, but of the Veda as a whole.68  This takes us to the all-important question of the principles 

and criteria determining the ekavākyatā of the Veda, which would require an independent treatment. 

Suffice it to say that the Upaniṣadic mahāvākya symbolizes at the same time a development of and a rupture 

with the mahāvākya of prior-hermeneutics. There, various linguistic elements— at the morpheme, word, 

sentential and inter-sentential level— mutually corresponded to delimit each others’ meaning producing a 

single, unified emergent sense of the text. Uttara Mīmāṃsā, carrying over this interpretive principle, seems 

to introduce at least one significant innovation: the hierarchical ordering of the various textual elements 

relating a collection of sentences is deconstructed and replaced by the idea that the semantic unity of the 

text emerges by processes of retraction, mutual cancellation and apophasis, indicating the underlying non-

duality of the hermeneutic object (Brahman). Since Brahman admits of no distinctions or relations, the final 

purpose and semantic unity of the text of Advaita cannot comprise a mutually-ordered relational hierarchy, 

but a self-deconstructive non-relational identity of the self/Brahman. That is, unity is understood, not in 

terms of mutual “relationship”, but the radicalization of the notion of relation itself as absolute non-duality. 

The limiting-case of a relationship between two or more items, in other words, would be their absolute 

identity. Sub-sāmānādhikaraṇyam (nominal co-referentiality or synthetic co-presence), as the above analysis 

attempts to show, is one such mode of parsing Upaniṣadic language, here the mahāvākya, employed in the 

aid of establishing such non-duality between the “relational” items of Uttara Mīmāṃsā.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 It has been argued that centering the Uttara Mīmāṃsā of Śaṅkara (“Advaita Vedānta”) on the 

concept of niṣkriyatva/naiṣkarmya provides the most appropriate lens through which to view its status and 

function as a “mīmāṃsā”, affording an explanatory basis of the hermeneutic tension— between the 

kriyāpara hermeneutics of Pūrva Mīmāṃsā and the niṣkriyatva of Uttara Mīmāṃsā— that sustains 

posterior-hermeneutic discourse. At the same time it more accurately reflects the axiological and intellectual 

concerns of “Advaita Vedānta” that, as has been claimed, have more to do with establishing the niṣkriya 

                                                
68  US 17.9: jñānaikārthaparatvāt taṃ vākyamekam tato viduḥ, ekatvam hy ātmano jñeyaṃ 
vākyārthapratipattitaḥ. 
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(actionless) nature of the self (as Brahman) than its permanence (nityatvam), eternality (amṛtatvam), non-duality 

(advaitam) or some other characteristic typically associated with its “philosophy”69. Suffering (duḥkham) in 

Śaṅkara Vedānta appears to be caused by the construal of the self as active, as the kartā of activities (ritual 

and mundane) and the bhoktā of experiences, the world itself (saṃsāra) understood by Śaṅkara as the 

composite of action, factors of action and the results of action (kriyākārakaphalalakṣaṇa). As the primary and 

most significant products of ignorance (avidyā), kartṛtvam and bhoktṛtvam— along with the attendant egoity 

(ahaṃkāra) that restricts and relocates self-identity from the fullness of Brahman to the incomplete, 

dissatisfied and desiring nature of the limited individual— remain the most serious hindrances that the 

seeker of liberation must overcome. The realization of the self as Brahman is supposed to mediate precisely 

such an overcoming.  

 Moreover, being a hermeneutics of the Vedic word, Śaṅkara Vedānta negotiates such an 

overcoming of finitude— and the simultaneous involvement in the network of desire and action defining 

the world— by knowledge born of listening to and correctly comprehending vedavākyas. Such textual 

comprehension is negotiated in Śaṅkara Vedānta by taking recourse to an array of specifically grammatical 

resources— often linguistic heterotypes from the point of view of prototypical grammatical formulations— 
indicative of an alternative center of gravity in Vedic language (and Sanskrit language in general) that 

prioritizes the pre-existent (bhūta) and actionless (niṣkriya) dimensions of the real, as opposed to the 

processual and productive (that not only pervade prior-hermeneutics but are rife in the kriyāpara features 

of Sanskrit and Vyākaraṇa analysis). It is here that we witness both Śaṅkara’s indebtedness to Pūrva 

Mīmāṃsā hermeneutics, as well as the innovative transformations introduced by him in the employment of 

vyākaraṇa for hermeneutic ends. Such a posterior-hermeneutic depth-grammar works to remove misplaced 

and mistaken senses of morphemes, words and sentence such that the correct “grammatical” 
comprehension of word and sentence meaning is directly productive of liberation or mokṣa (which 

immediately follows upon the realization of the self as niṣkriya and outside of the domain of kāraka 

relationships defining ritual and mundane existence).  

 It is nonetheless possible to understand Uttara Mīmāṃsā as a school having deep continuities with 

the ritual exegesis of the Pūrva Mīmāṃsakas (as indicated by Clooney and others), not only in method (as 

we have seen) but equally in subject matter. It may, in fact, be construed as a hermeneutics of ritual itself. 

The Āraṇyakas and Upaniṣads themselves comprised extended meditations on the nature of karma and 

upāsanā. Śaṅkara considers actual ritual involvement to be indispensable to the reflection on, and eventual 

realization of, the real nature of the “agent” of activity: the kartā of the sacrifice is ultimately akāraka and 

niṣkriya. What Śaṅkara attempts to be saying, in his interpretation of the Vedic ritual, is that the sublimated 

                                                
69 Kartṛtvādi-saṃsāradharma-nirākaraṇena hi brahmaṇaḥ ātmatvopadeśaḥ, BSB 4.1.4. 
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truth of ritual action is actionlessness, and the performance of ritual, as well as a posterior-hermeneutic 

reflection on the nature of ritual, and the human agents involved, are necessary to precipitate an evolved 

and deeper understanding of the significance of ritual (which is seen to be functioning on the premise of 

avidyā). This is what finally enables him to argue that the distilled meaning and purpose of the whole Veda 

(its ekavākyatā) lies in naiṣkarmya. To this extent the “philosophy” of Śaṅkara is not only deeply rooted in 

Vedic ritual exegetics but never strays from it at any point in its delineation of the nature of self/Brahman.  
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