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Sanskrit Theories on Homonymy and Polysemy

Emilie AUSSANT

Introduction’

Homonymy and polysemy concern the scope of meanings a word may have, which some Western
linguists, for instance Vincent Nyckees (1998: 193), call the “semantic area” of a word. Polysemy is
a very productive phenomenon and as such it plays a central role in natural languages; the most
common words are generally those which have a large variety of uses. In this paper, I will
investigate the way traditional Sanskrit scholars dealt with these two kinds of internal semantic
relations.” In this perspective, I will take as a starting point the distinction between
ekasabdadarsana the “single word view” and anekasabdadarsana the “multiple word view” and I
will attempt to determine its basis. Ekasabdadarsana means that one considers that there is one and
the same (eka) word (Sabda) which has different meanings; anekasabdadarsana means that one
considers that there are different (aneka) words with the same phonic form. The question asked in
the first part of this paper is whether this distinction is based on the “related meaning criterion”, as
we understand the difference between homonymy and polysemy in Western linguistics, or whether
it is built on something else. In the second part of this paper, I will try to explain how Indian
grammarians, exegetes and logicians have dealt with plurivocal relations between words and

meanings. In the third part, I will show how they have described figurative or secondary meaning.

1 ekasabdadarsana versus anekasabdadarsana: a philosophical issue

In Western linguistics, a polysemous word is defined as a word which expresses different meanings

' I warmly thank V. Venkataraja Sarma and Anjaneya Sarma for their help, as well as Jean-Luc Chevillard, Gerdi

Gerschheimer, Arlo Griffiths, Pascale Haag, Hans Henrich Hock, Jan E.M. Houben, Vincenzo Vergiani and Hugo
David for their comments and suggestions.

A distinction is usually made between external semantic relations, such as synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy,
hyperonymy and internal semantic relations, such as polysemy, monosemy and homonymy.
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between which a relation is recognised by speakers. The word key, in the two following sentences,
provides a good illustration of this phenomenon:

a) George is bringing the key to unlock the car.

b) We have found the key to the mystery.
The semantic relation between a and b is that the object <key> enables exclusive access to the car
and to the mystery.” When speakers do not recognise any semantic relation between the different
uses of a linguistic form, Western linguists consider that we are dealing with homonyms, namely
different words having the same phonic form as, for example, in the case of the linguistic form

»* or “to stick”.’

cleave, which means “to cut something into separate parts
The existence of one word having different meanings and of several words having the same phonic
form has been clearly noticed within the Sanskrit traditions of language study. The idea of one word
having different meanings is found, probably for the first time, in the Mahabhasya of Patafijali ™
century B.C.), in the commentary on the varttika 9 (3™ century B.C.) on the Paninian sitra 1.2.45
(5™ century B.C.).® The context is the following: the varttika 9 teaches that one can determine the
meaning of a nominal base by the process of analysis called anvaya-vyatireka (“[concurrent]
occurrence and absence”, see Cardona 1967-68). Then an opponent objects that in some cases, this

process fails:

bahavo hi sabda ekarthah bhavanti / tad yatha | indrah sakrah puruhiitah purandarah | kanduh kosthah kusiila
iti/ ekas ca sabdo bahvarthah / tad yatha | aksah padah masa iti/ atah kim /| na sadhiyo ‘rthavatta siddha
bhavati /

MonV9adA1245,vol. 1: 219-220)

Indeed, many are those words which have a single meaning/object. For example: indrah Sakrah puruhiitah
purandarah (names of Indra); kanduh kosthah kusiila (words denoting a granary). And a single word [may
have] many meanings/objects. For example: aksah (“axle, cart, dice, seed, organ of sense...”), padah (“foot,
quarter, art, ray of light, verse...”), masah (“bean, weight of gold...”).7 — Then what? — Meaningfulness is not

These examples are borrowed from Tracy (1997: 74-77).

As in “The wooden door had been cleft in two”.

As in “Mary’s tongue was cleaving to the roof of her mouth”.

A 1.2.45: arthavad adhatur apratyayah pratipadikam // “[The technical term] pratipadika [denotes] a meaningful
[linguistic entity] other than a verbal stem or an affix.”

The idea is the following: concurrent occurrence and absence (of a form and a meaning/object) does not function
systematically. Difference of form does not always mean difference of meaning/object, as is shown by words like
indrah Sakrah puruhiitah and purandarah. Likewise, different meanings/objects are not always associated with
different forms, as is shown by forms like aksa.
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firmly established.®

It is interesting to note that in this passage sabda ekartha, words that have a single meaning/object,

namely synonyms, are opposed to ekah sabdo bahvarthah, single words which have many

meanings/objects, namely polysemous words.” This means that, at a more general level, a

distinction is made between univocal relations (to one lexical unit corresponds one meaning/object)

and plurivocal relations (to one lexical unit correspond several meanings/objects or to one

meaning/object correspond several lexical units). In other words, what seems to be brought into

play in this context, is the relation between words and objects, that is to say, a philosophical matter.

As far as I know, the first Sanskrit scholar to mention the ekasabdadarsanal/anekasabdadarsana

distinction is the grammarian Bhartrhari (5™ century). He says, in his Vakyapadiya:

ekam ahur anekartham sabdam anye pariksakah /

nimittabhedad ekasya sarvarthyam tasya bhidyate //

(VP 2.250)

Other theoreticians say that a single word has several meanings/objects; the property of this single [word] of
having all these meanings/objects is differentiated because of the diversity of the causes of [application of the
word].

Punyaraja, in his 7ika (10th century?), comments as follows:

sarvesv apy arthesv eka eva gosabdo vacakah | yady evam yugapad eva sarvarthaprakdasanam kasman na
karotity Gha nimittabhedat ity adi /

(Tika: 104)

The single word go expresses all the meanings/objects.'’ If that is so, why does it not convey all the
meanings/objects simultaneously? That is why [Bhartrhari] says “because of the diversity of the causes [of
application of the word]”, etc.

Bhartrhari mentions the anekasabda view some stanzas further on:

ekatvam tu sariapatvac chabdayor gaunamukhyayoh /

prahur atyantabhede 'pi bhedamarganudarsinah //

(VP 2.257)

But those who keep in mind the way of the difference say that, even though there is a total difference [of
meanings/objects], there is a unicity of both [kinds of] words, primary and secondary, because of their common
form.

In other words: the association of a form to that meaning/object (or the opposite) is not constant.

Note that the very distinction (synonyms versus homonyms/polysemous words) structures lexicographical works
such as Kosas. The purpose of these lexica was to help poets in metrical composition where synonyms of varying
syllable-structure are required to satisfy metrical constraints (see Vogel 1979).

This is perhaps a reference to the well-known axiom sarve sarvarthavacakah “Every [word] expresses every
meaning/object”. This principle is rooted in the idea according to which the ultimate meaning/object of words is the
Brahman. If the Brahman manifests itself in everything and words express the Brahman, then words have the
capacity to express everything. See Aussant 2009: 132.



Punyaraja comments as follows:

bhedama'rgdnusdrinah11 Sabdabhedavadinah | gaunamukhyarthabhidhayinor gosabdayor bhedam evahul / te
hy arthabhediac chabdabhedam manyante/ yatah Sabdarthayor iha adhyasalaksanah sambandho
vyavasthitah | ekatra ced adhyastas tasmims tenaivabhedam apannah katham anyena sahadhyasam upeyad ity
arthah / tad evamsabdabheda evopapannah /

(Tika: 105)

“Those who follow the way of the difference” [that is to say] the upholders of the difference of words, they say
that the word go which expresses a primary meaning/object and the word go which expresses a secondary
meaning/object, are different. Indeed, they think that, by virtue of the difference of meanings/objects, there is a
difference of words, because here, [in this view], the relationship between the word and its meaning/object is
established as being a superimposition.'”” The meaning is: if in the case of one [object the word] which is
superimposed on this [object] becomes non-different from it, how can [this word] be superimposed on
something else? Thus, only the difference of words is possible.

In these passages of the Vakyapadiva and the Tika, three elements have to be taken into

consideration.

1y

2)

3)

First: when a phonic form is associated with several meanings/objects, two points of view
can be considered: one may say that there is a single phonic form which is used to express
different meanings/objects (the case of plurivocal relations), or one may say that there are as
many phonic forms as meanings/objects even though the phonic forms are identical (the
case of univocal relations).

Second: in the stanza 2.257, it is said that those who adhere to the second point of view
concede a kind of unicity, because of the common form. I will come back to this idea later.
Third: the ekasabdadarsana/anekasabdadarsana distinction concerns words like go which
are frequently used to denote a cow and, by a transfer of meaning, a dull-witted person
(vahika). But words like aksa, which equally expresses several meanings such as “axle”,
“seed”, “dice”, etc., namely meanings that speakers do not feel to be linked by a semantic

transfer, are also subjected to this distinction of views (see especially in VP 2.473-474)," as

11

K.A. Subramanya Iyer’s edition reads bhedamarganusarinah instead of bhedamarganudarsinah.

2 Superimposition is a mental process. When the speaker uses the word go to denote a cow, he operates a mental

association between the cause of application of the word (gotva “cowness”) and the mental representation of the
individual cow that he intends to designate. See Aussant 2009: 68.

The stanzas concern the fantra process illustrated by the sentence aksa bhajyantam bhujyantam divyantam “let the
axle be broken, [the seeds] be eaten, [the dice] be thrown”. The theorisation of this process originates in the
Mimamsaka analysis of the scope of entire sacrificial acts (prakrti or vikrti): some ritual acts, when performed once,
serve the purpose of several other acts, by their single performance (see Garge 1952: 285-286). VP 2.473: dvisthani
vani vakyani tesv apy ekatvadarsinam | anekasakter ekasya svasaktih pravibhajyate // “For those who consider the
unicity [of the word], when there are sentences which have two fields [of application], it is the particular expressive
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well as words and their autonym, as shown by Kaundabhatta in his
Brhadvaiyakaranabhiisana (17th century):

anupirvibheda  eva  sabdabhede  tantram/  ata  eva  nanarthatvavyavastha/ — tathd  ca
svabhinnasabdamatratatparyakoccaranavisayatvarthatatparyakoccaranavisayatvasvaripe
‘nukaryatvanukaranatve katham viruddhe? [...] anye tv ita evarthabhedac chabdabhedaii ca manvanah
Sabdarthavacakatvabhyam anayor bhedam icchanti /

(BV: 141)

[According to some grammarians], the basis'* for the difference in words, is the difference in [phonic]
sequences only. For this reason, the multiplicity of meanings/objects [of a single word] is well-established.
Thus, an imitated word is one uttered with the intention [of signifying] a meaning/object and an imitation word
is one uttered with the intention of only [referring to] a word identical with itself;'> how could these two
contradict each other? [...] But other [grammarians] think that because there is a difference in meaning/object,
there is a difference in words; they consider that there is a difference between both [words, namely the imitated
word and the imitation word] for one expresses a meaning/object while the other expresses a word.

The ekasabdadarsanalanekasabdadarsana distinction then applies to three different cases, namely
1) the case of a word the meanings of which are usually perceived as connected (go), 2) the case of
words the different meanings of which are not usually perceived as connected (aksa), 3) the case of
words and their autonym (agni meaning “fire” versus agni meaning “the word /agni/”, see Aussant
2005). This shows that the ekasabdadarsanalanekasabdadarsana distinction goes beyond the mere
question of the relationship between meanings. In the Western tradition, the distinction between the
“single word view” (polysemy) and the “multiple word view” (homonymy) contrasts a word like go
with a word like aksa, whereas in the Sanskrit tradition, the same distinction contrasts the case of
plurivocal relationship with the case of univocal relationship. The latter opposition is not based on
the relationship between meanings but on the way the word — meaning/object connection is

conceived.

2 Plurivocal relationship: different approaches
The problem raised by plurivocal relationship which, I believe, conditions the distinction between

ekasabdadarsana and anekasabdadarsana, has been variously solved in the Sanskrit traditions of

capacity of only one [word] which has a multiple expressive capacity, which is divided.” VP 2.474:
atyantabhinnayor va syat prayoge tantralaksanah / upayas tatra samsargah pratipattrsu bhidyate // “Or, when two
absolutely different [words] are used, the means is the fantra; in this case, it is the relation [between each word and
the whole sentence], which is differentiated by the hearer.”

Here, the word fantra does not refer to the process mentioned in the previous note, but means “basis”.

Note that, here, the logical principle called yathasamkhyam is broken.
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language study. The present section deals with both cases of plurivocal relationship, namely 1)

several meanings/objects for one linguistic form and 2) several linguistic forms for one

meaning/object, as well as with the way Sanskrit scholars dealt with them.

Concerning the first case of plurivocal relationship, both views (i.e. ekasabdadarsana and

anekasabdadarsana) seem to have been current among Vaiyakaranas, as shown in the

Brhadvaiyakaranabhiisana quotation above.'® Grammarians who consider that the difference in

words depends on the difference in phonic shape support the ekasabda view, while those who

consider that the difference in words depends on the difference in meaning/object support the

anekasabda view. However, two elements suggest that the ekasabda view would most often have

been favoured.

1) Firstly, in the stanza 2.257 of the Vakyapadiya, as we have seen above, it is said that even in
the anekasabda view, one concedes a kind of unicity, because of the common form.!” This
idea of identity of form as leading to the unicity of the word seems to have had some weight
within the grammatical tradition for, even in cases such as the word aksa which is frequently
given as a typical example of homonymy, grammarians — Paninians at least — manage to
find a connection between the different meanings/objects. This is clearly stated in the
following passage of the Mahabhdsya commenting on the Paninian rule which teaches the

, . . . 18
ekasesa “single remainder” principle:

vibhinnarthesu ca samanyat siddham sarvam/ asnoter aksah/ padyateh padah/ mimiter masah/ tatra
kriyasamanyat siddham // aparas tv aha/ purakalpa etad asit sodasa masah karsapanam sodasapalas ca
masasambatyah / tatra sankhyasamanyat siddham //

MonV 59ad A 1.2.64, vol. 1: 247)

Everything is realised by virtue of the universal,' including the case of those [words] which have different

To grasp the context of this quotation fully, see Deshpande 1992: 235-256.

This idea is mentioned in another passage of the Vakyapadiya: tani dhatvantarany eva pacisiddhyativad viduh /
bhede pi tulyarupatvad ekatvaparikalpana// (VP 3.7.57 or 3.313) “[Some] consider these roots (/inati etc.) as
different, like pac- and sidh-; even though there is a difference, by virtue of the similarity of the form, one assumes a
unicity.”

The ekasesa principle consists in the retention of a single element among several having the same phonic form and
the same case ending. E.g., the plural vrksah “trees” is the single remainder of the sequence vrksah “tree” + vrksah
“tree” + vrksah “tree”; in the same way, the plural aksah (in aksa bhajyantam bhaksyantam divyantam, see note 13)
is the single remainder of the sequence aksah “axle” + aksah “seed” + aksah “dice”.

See Filliozat (1980: 370 footnote 2): “tous les cas d’application possible du maintien de 1’objet unique seront
réalisés sans nécessité d’en formuler la prescription. Le cas des homonymes restait seul a justifier. [...] Il est
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meanings/objects. aksa comes from as- (“to pervade”), pada comes from pad- (“to go”), masa comes from ma-
(“to measure”). In this case, because of the universal which is the action, [the principle of the single remainder]
is realised.”” But someone else says: in the past, it was like that: one karsapana [was equivalent to] sixteen
masas and the masasambatis [were equivalent to] sixteen palas. In this case, because of the universal which is
the number [sixteen],”' [the principle of the single remainder] is realised.””

The identity of form prompts grammarians to find a connection between the different
meanings/objects of the words aksa, pada and mdasa; and here they have recourse to their
derivation to show the existence of such a connection. Note that another solution is proposed
in the case of masa, which is completely unexpected within the Sanskrit context because it
implies a diachronic point of view:* one recalls a more ancient state of the language when
the link between the different uses of the word was still clearly felt by speakers.

2) The second element, as we will see in the third part of this paper, is that grammarians
consider that the word has a single signification function and that it has the capacity to
express everything if the speaker wants it to do so. The sole restriction, one might say, is

that some meanings of the word are well-known, while some others are not.

Concerning the second case of plurivocal relationship (several linguistic forms for one

meaning/object), there are also two views that seem to have been accepted among grammarians.

On the one hand, words such as gavi, goni, etc., which are considered as corruptions — apabhramsa,

apasabda — of the Sanskrit term go, have, on their own, the capacity to express the object <cow>.

20

21

22

23

maintenant montré que méme dans cette vue (i.e. the view which postulates that the meaning/object of the word is
the universal), I’on peut trouver un facteur commun aux divers homonymes, facteur commun qui détermine 1’emploi
d’un seul mot pour eux tous, ce qui rend inutile le maintien de I’objet unique.”

See Filliozat (1980: 370 footnote 3): “Les divers mots aksa ‘dé, graine, essieu’ dérivent de la méme racine dsi
vyaptau ‘englober’. L’action signifiée par cette racine sera un facteur commun aux trois sens. Ce facteur commun
déterminera 1’emploi d’un seul mot pour les sens multiples. La prescription du maintien de 1’objet unique sera
inutile.”

See Filliozat (1980: 371 footnote 4): “[...] le mot mdasa est le nom de deux mesures de poids différentes (un seiziéme
de karsapana et un seizieme de sambati), mais qui ont en commun d’étre le seizieme de quelque chose. Ce facteur
commun, la qualité de seiziéme partie, permettra la formation directe du pluriel [...].” The right understanding of this
passage is a problematic issue: according to the Monier-Williams dictionary, the word sambati is used only here.
Some theoreticians go even further, saying that the noun aksi (“eye”) is the same word as the verb aksi (Vedic
form?), as is shown in the Vr#ti on VP 1.71 (VP 1.72 in Rau’s edition): vakyesu ca praviveki nirjiiatarthabhedam va
yavat tulyariapam padam gaur aksa iti sarvam tad ekam |/ namakhyatabhede ‘pi caikam evaksyasva ity
evamprakaram padam /] (Vrtti: 135) “As long as a word has the same form, whether it is distinguished [by its use]
in [different] sentences or it has several known meanings/objects, like gauh aksah etc., it is still one [and the same
word]. Even if a noun and a verb are different, a word like aksi or asva is also still the same.”

The Sanskrit language is traditionally conceived as eternal and unique.
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This is stated in the following karikas of Bhartrhari:

sistebhya agamat siddhah sadhavo dharmasadhanam /

arthapratyayanabhede viparitas tv asadhavah //

(VP 1.27)

Correct [words], which are established by the learned according to tradition, are a means of
accomplishing dharma because they always make the same meaning/object known; incorrect [words] are the
opposite (i.e., do not lead to dharma).

asadhur anumanena vacakah kais cid isyate /

vacakatvavisese va niyamah punyapapayoh //

(VP 3.3.30)

Some consider that incorrect [words] are expressive by inference [of the correct word]; or, while there is no
difference [between correct and incorrect words] in being expressive, there is a restriction regarding merit and
demerit.

According to this view then, gavi, goni, etc., though considered as corruptions, are true or
independent words which denote one and the same object: plurivocal relationship is therefore
acknowledged.

On the other hand, as it appears already in the first part of the stanza quoted above, some consider

that words such as gavi do not denote their object directly:

te sadhusv anumanena pratyayotpattihetavah /

tadatmyam upagamyeva Sabdarthasya prakasakah //

(VP 1.177)

These [forms asva, gont, etc.] cause, by inference, the birth of the cognition of the correct [forms]; attaining, as
it were, identity [with these correct forms], they bring to light the meaning/object of the word.

The Vrtti comments as follows:

[...] atha kasmad ete gosabdasya gavyadayah paryaya na vijiiayante |/ na hi Sista- samdacaraprasiddher anyad
evamprakaresu smrtinibandhanesv arthesu nimittam abhidhiyate | gavyadayas cet paryayah syur ete 'pi Sistair
laksanair anugamyeran prayujyerams ca/ yas ca pratyaksapaksena prayojakesv abhidheyesu pravartate sa
sadhuh | saksat tu prayojakam vacyam artharipam sadhubhih pratyayyate | tasmad aha —

(Vreti: 231)

[...] Now, why are these [forms] gavi, etc., not considered as synonyms of the word go? When things of this
kind are dealt with indeed, [things] which are based on the tradition, nothing except what is known from the
practice of learned people is considered as a cause. If [forms such as] gavi, etc. were synonyms [of go], learned
people would describe them with rules and would use them. And [a word] which denotes directly the object
which causes its use is a correct [word]; the object to be expressed which causes the use [of the word] is
directly known by correct [words]. That is why [Bhartrhari] says:

na Sistair anugamyante paryaya iva sadhavah /

te yatah smrtisastrena tasmat saksad avacakah //

(VP 1.178)

Learned people, because they [take as a basis] the treatise of the tradition (i.e. the grammar), do not accept
[these incorrect forms] as correct synonyms; for this reason, [these incorrect forms] do not express [their
meaning/object] directly.

ambvambv iti yatha balah siksamano ‘pabhasate /
avyaktam tadvidam tena vyaktau bhavati niscayah //
(VP 1.179)



As [when] a child, learning [to speak], articulates incorrectly an indistinct “ambu ambu”,** through this, those

who know it (i.e. the correct form) get a clear idea of the distinct [corresponding word];

evam sadhau prayoktavye yo 'pabhramsah prayujyate /

tena sadhuvyavahitah kas cid artho "bhidhiyate //

(VP 1.180)

so the deviant form which is used where a correct form has to be used denotes an object through the medium of
the correct [form].

Vrtti:

sankirnayam vaci sadhuvisaye ‘pasabdah prayujyante / taih sista laksanavidah sadhiin pratipadyante / tair eva
sadhubhis tad artham abhidhiyamanam pasyanti | anumanas tu dhiima ivagner asadhur itaresam //

(Vrtti: 232)

In the mixed language, deviant forms are used instead of correct [words]. From these [deviant forms], learned
people who know [grammatical] rules recover correct [words]. It is by these very correct [words] that they see

the expressed object; this is an inference: it is the incorrect [form which makes] the other [correct one] inferred,
as the smoke [makes] the fire [inferred].

According to this second view then, words such as gavi, goni, etc., are not true or independent
words which express meanings/objects on their own, they depend on the functioning of the correct
word which, alone, has the capacity to express. In this context, plurivocal relationship is not
acknowledged.

Among later Vaiyakaranas, it appears that the first view is favored. Nagesa indeed says in his
Paramalaghumarijiisa:

yat tu tarkikah asadhusabdena sadhusmaranadvararthabodha ity ahuh/ tan na sadhusmaranam vinapi
bodhanubhavat | tadvacakasadhusabdam ajanatam bodhanapattes ca /| (PLM: 45-46)

As for logicians, who say that one understands an object from a corrupt word through the medium of recalling
the correct [word], this is not so [not only] because one understands [an object] even without the recalling of
the correct [word],” [but also and above all] because those who do not know what is expressed by the correct
word get an understanding [of the object of the corrupt word].*

Mimamsakas, for whom the first task is to explain the meaning of the Vedas in order to guarantee
the correctness of ritual practice,”’ wish to avoid ambiguity as far as possible. According to them, it
is not proper for a meaning/object to be expressed by several words (synonyms), nor is it proper for
a word to have more than one meaning/object (polysemous words). This conception clearly appears

in the following aphorism of Jaimini (beginning of the common era?):

** The term ambu can be understood in two ways, as Jan E. M. Houben (1996: footnote 29) notes: it can be an

incorrect pronunciation of amba “mother” (vocative case: amba) or of ambu “water” (vocative case: ambo).

*In other words, someone who knows the word go, when he hears gavi, understands the individual cow without going

through the recalling of the word go. The latter is not involved in the cognitive process.

The meaning is: even those who do not know the word go understand an object from the form gavr.

Unlike grammarians whose discipline, as a Vedanga “auxiliary member of the Veda”, is a tool which allows for the
explaining of words and sentences through a system of rules and as such warrants the correctness of the material
transmission of the Vedic texts.
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anydyyas™ canekasabdatvam //
MS 1.3.26,77)
And the multiplicity of words [for one and the same meaning/object] is improper.

This formulation reappears in the Bhdsya of Sabara (first centuries of the common era?) ad

Mimamsasiitra 3.2.1, but this time, the emphasis is on the level of meaning/object:

uktam (1.3.26) anyayyas canekarthatvam iti /
(SB on MS 3.2.1, 244)
It is said: “and the multiplicity of meanings/objects [for one and the same word] is improper”.

In this context, polysemy is conceived as a failure of natural language because it breaks the single
form — single meaning/object correspondence. The exegetical principles of word interpretation tend
to preserve univocal relationship as far as possible: when a word can be taken in its primary as well
as in its secondary meaning, one must understand the primary meaning (see. SB on MS 3.2.1, 243-
246); when a word is used by Aryan speakers to denote one thing and is used by Mlecchas
(“barbarians”) to denote another thing, one must understand the Aryan usage (see. SB on MS 1.3.8-
9, 70-71); when a Mleccha word is used in Sanskrit, one must understand the Mleccha meaning and
not try to find another meaning with the help of the Sanskrit etymology (see. SB on MS 1.3.10, 71).

Regarding synonymy, the same attitude is observed: exegetes try to avoid plurivocal relationship as
far as possible:

na caisa nyayo yat sadrsah Sabdah ekam artham abhiniviSamanah, sarvavicchinnaparamparyd eva iti,
pratyayamatradarsanad abhyupagamyate, sadrsyat sadhusabde ‘py avagate pratyayo ‘vakalpyate ! tasmat
amisam eko ’'nadih, anye ‘pabhramsah |/ hastah karah panir ity evam adisu tu abhiyuktopadesat anadir amisam
arthena sambandha iti //

(SB on MS 1.3.26, 77)

And the fact that similar words denoting the same object depend on a universal and a non-interrupted
instruction is not an hermeneutical rule. It is admitted because one can see that knowledge occurs, [but] the
knowledge [that everyone has of the meaning/object of the word gavi, etc.] is explained when one has
understood the correct word because of [its] similarity [with the corrupt word]. That is why, concerning these
[similar words], one [word only] is without beginning (i.e. has an eternal relation with the object), the others
are corrupt words. On the other hand, among hasta, kara, pani, etc. (“hand”), because of the instruction of
learned people, [all] these [similar words] have an eternal relation with the meaning/object.

According to this passage then, corrupt words such as gavi, goni, etc. do not directly express their
object, they do not have, on their own, the capacity for making an object known; it is the correct
word go which —once recalled — ultimately expresses the object. However, Sanskrit (or “true”)

synonymy is fully accepted. When plurivocal relationship can be avoided (as in the case of go, gavi,

* 1 propose reading anyayya- instead of anyaya-.

10



goni, etc.) every effort is made to do so; when plurivocal relationship cannot be avoided (as in the
case of hasta, kara, pani, etc.), one accepts facts as they are. These elements tend to show that

Mimamsakas, wherever it is possible, would rather be upholders of the anekasabda view.

Naiyayikas consider that the word — meaning/object relationship is not natural but conventional
(samayika). According to them, this conception is particularly justified by the fact that one word
can express different meanings/objects (polysemy) and that one meaning/object can be expressed
by different words (synonymy) (see Raja 1963: 22). If the word — meaning/object relationship were
really a natural one, such variations (or such plurivocal relationships) could not arise. This is clearly
stated in the following extract of Vatsyayana’s Bhdsya (3"-4"™ centuries) on the Nyayasitra 2.1.57
(2™ century?):

samayikah sabdad arthasampratyayo na svabhavikah / rsyaryamlecchanam yathakamam
Sabdaviniyogo ‘rthapratydayandya pravarttate | svabhavike hi sabdasyarthapratydayakatve yathakamam na
syat/

(VB on NS 2.1.57, 326)

The understanding of the meaning/object [obtained] from the word is conventional, not natural. The Sages,
Aryans and Mlecchas use words to convey meanings/objects according to their wish. Indeed, if it is
[considered as] natural, the property the word has of making meanings/objects known cannot be dependent on
the wish [of someone].

This approach makes it possible to explain why the phonic form yava expresses “barley” in the
Aryan usage and “pepper” in the Mleccha usage. But, as far as I know, Naiyayikas do not explicitly
say that yava is one and the same word which would then be connected to different objects through
different conventions. The question is partially answered in discussions concerning modern
conventions (adhunika-samketa), as in the case of proper names, technical terms and coded
languages. As Gerdi Gerschheimer points out (1987:126-127), according to the traditional
Naiyayika view, words of a coded language first recall the word to which they were connected
through a human convention and it is the latter (i.e. the original word which has been instituted)
which causes the knowledge of the object. If the word go were used, in a coded language, as

denoting a horse, the cognitive process would be the following:

11



go asva <horse>
modern Sakti

convention

This analysis would imply that, in the case of words such as aksa, only one object (<eye>, for
instance) has to be considered as the original one, the others (<dice>, <axis>, <cart>) being
indirectly or secondarily denoted by the word; therefore, plurivocal relationship would not be
acknowledged.

According to some Navya-Naiyayikas, however, there is a capacity to express even in the case of
modern conventions. Within this context, go, as denoting a horse, does have a sakti (as does aksa
when denoting <dice> or <axis> or <cart>).

Regarding corrupt words (gavi, goni, etc.), the approach of ancient Naiyayikas is the following:

ucyate |/ ekatra Saktyapy anyatra tadaropat tadarthapratityupapattav —ekatraiva Saktir - laghavat
ananyalabhyasyaiva Sabdarthatvat | tad aha bhagavan jaiminih anyayas canekasabdatvam iti | sa ca Saktih
samskrta eva sarvadese tasyaikatvat napabhramsesu tesam pratidesam ekatrarthe bhinnabhinnaripanam tavac
chaktikalpane gauravat paryayabahutaratvaii cobhayatrapi/ na ca desabhede 'pi prakrtasyaikaripatvat
tatraiva saktih, samskrtaprabhavatatsamadesibhedena tasyapy anekatvat/ evam ekatra Saktyaropad
arthapratyayopapattau napabhramse saktih / [...]/ kenacid gaur iti Sabde prayoktavye pramadad gavisabde
prayokte vyutpannas tena gosabdam unniya tato gam pratitya vyavahrtavan, yathahuh, ‘ambambeti yada
balah Siksyamanah prabhasate | avyaktam tadvidam tena vyakte bhavati nirnayah’ //

(TC1V: 641-642)

[Regarding the objection: corrupt words also have a capacity to express,] we answer [the following]. When the
knowledge of the object of such [a corrupt word] is obtained from a capacity to express which, being in a
[word], was superimposed to another [word], the capacity to express which exists in the original word alone [is
relevant], because the property of being the object of a word only belongs to what is understood by no other
[means and] owing to brevity. Regarding this, Jaimini says : ‘And the multiplicity of words [for one and the
same meaning/object] is out of the norm’ (MS 1.3.26). And this capacity to express [exists] in Sanskrit only,
because of its unicity in all regions, [it does] not [exist] in corrupt [words], because of the heaviness [of the
functioning] of these [corrupt words] concerning the grasping of the capacity to express, [corrupt words
which], according to the region, take very different forms for one [and the same] object and which have the
property of being numerous synonyms in both cases also. And in this case, nor is there acapacity to express in
Prakrit because of its difference in each region [and] because of its multiplicity, owing to the difference
between [words] derived from Sanskrit, [words] identical [with Sanskrit and] regional [words]. Thus, when the
knowledge of an object is obtained, it comes from the superimposition of a capacity to express which exists in
one [word to another word], there is no capacity to express in a corrupt word. [...] When someone utters,
through negligence, the word gavi where the word gauh should be uttered, the one who knows [the Sanskrit
word], having guessed the word go from [gavi], understands, from this [corrupt word], [the object] <cow>
denoted; thus they say ambambeti yada balah Siksyamanah prabhasate ! avyaktam tadvidam tena vyakte
bhavati nirnpayah // (VP 1.179).

According to them then, corrupt words do not express their object directly, they express it through

the medium of the correct word, which is inferred. The relation between the object and the different
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linguistic forms which can be used to denote it, is therefore brought down to a univocal one.

For the Navya-Nyaya, things are put in a slightly different way. From Vacaspati onwards (10"
century), Nyaya asserts that the convention is established by God at the beginning of Creation, and
this has become the orthodox thesis of the school. As Gerdi Gerschheimer clearly shows (1996
vol. 1: 63-64), if the cognition of an object arises from a word then this word has, by the will of
God, the capacity to express that object. This theory confers a great flexibility to the word —
meaning/object relationship which makes it possible to take into account all kinds of plurivocal
connections. But for the Navya-Nyaya, this flexibility is problematic because it leads to an
undesirable consequence, namely: corrupt words and words used in a figurative way would become
expressive.”” To solve this problem, Navya-Nyaya states that the divine convention is restricted to
desirable cases, that is to say is rejected in the case of corrupt words and words used in a figurative

way (see Gerschheimer 1987: 123-128 and 1996 vol. 1: 64).

To put it briefly, because it conceives the meaning/object relationship as a conventional one, the —
ancient as well as modern — Naiyayika approach enables, in theory, to take into account plurivocal
relationships between words and meanings/objects. But in effect, the latter are reduced to univocal
ones, in the case of polysemy as well as synonymy. The main reason seems to be the same as for

Mrimamsakas: to avoid ambiguity as far as possible.

3 The status of figurative meaning

When the different meanings/objects expressed by a single phonic shape are felt, by speakers, to be
related — as in the case of the word go which denotes a cow and, by a meaning transfer, a dull-
witted person — the question of the nature of the link between the two meanings/objects becomes

relevant. This has always been a topic of great interest for Western linguists as well as for

¥ More precisely: they would become directly expressive.
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traditional Sanskrit scholars.*

The latter generally agree about the conditions of semantic transfer: 1) the primary meaning of a

word or the meaning usually associated to it is incompatible with the context (mukhyarthabadha or

°anupapatti), 2) the secondary or unusual meaning is connected in one way or another to the
primary or usual meaning, and 3) the secondary or unusual meaning is sanctioned by speakers.

Concerning the relation between the primary and the secondary meanings of a word, mainly

conceived as a metaphorical extension,”’ many classifications have been proposed within the

Sanskrit traditions of language study. As shown by K. Kunjunni Raja in his Indian Theories of

meaning (1963: 231 and following),* these classifications distinguish mainly between:

- different kinds of semantic transfer (e.g., sahacarana “association”,”> sthana “location”,**
etc.),”

- different degrees of proximity between the primary and the secondary meanings (the distinction
is mainly made between jahallaksand or jahatsvartha laksana “laksand losing (the original
meaning)”36 and ajahallaksana or ajahatsvartha laksana “laksana not losing (the original
meaning)”™’),”®

- two kinds of purpose (the distinction is made between prayojanavati laksana: the understanding
of the secondary meaning is produced by the intention of the speaker, and niridha laksana: the

understanding of the secondary meaning is not produced by the intention of the speaker but by

the popular usage of the word).

*® For an outline of the Western theories, see Nyckees 1998: 193-204 and Kleiber 1999.

1 “Metaphorical extension” includes metaphors and metonymies.

> For a more recent study on Indian analyses of metaphorical usage, see Gren-Eklund 1986.

" As in yastikam bhojaya “feed the stick” for “feed the Brahmin who carries his stick”.

** " As inmarica hasanti “the cots laugh” for “the children in the cots laugh”.

3 For grammatical views of the different kinds of semantic transfer: Mahabhasya on V 3 ad A 4.1.48, vol. 2: 218 and
Paramalaghumarijisa (17"-18™ centuries): 55; for a logician view: Nyayasiitra 2.2.64, 422; for an exegetical view:
Mimamsasiitras 1.4.23-28, 100-105.

As in gangayam ghosah “the village on the Ganges” where the primary meaning of the word garnga (“the river
Ganges”) is abandoned in favour of the meaning “bank”.

As in chattrino yanti “people with parasols are going” where chattrin denotes a group consisting of some with and
others without parasols.

For Nagesa’s view on the different degrees of proximity between the primary and the secondary meanings, see
PLM: 54-55.

36
37

38
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What is much more interesting in the studies of semantic transfer in Sanskrit, is to see how
traditional Sanskrit scholars have dealt with the problem raised by the relationship between one
word and its primary and secondary meanings, that is to say a plurivocal relationship.

Vaiyakaranas — and particularly Paniniyas — seem always to have considered that words have only
one signification function (sakti), whatever their uses. Secondary or figurative meaning does not
result from any particular signification function. According to some later Paniniyas, this conception
is already present in the Astadhyayt of Panini.*” Some of them, like Nagesa, explain the difference
between the various meanings of a word — which are all considered as primary — saying that some

are well-known (prasiddha) while others are not or less well-known (aprasiddha):

sati tatparye sarve sarvarthavacaka iti bhasyal laksandaya abhdavat vrttidvayavacchedakadvayakalpane
gauravat / [...] katham tarhi gangadipadat tirapratyayah / [...] tatha hi — Saktir dvividha prasiddhaprasiddha
ca/ amandabuddhivedyatvam prasiddhatvam | sahrdayahrdayamatravedyatvam —aprasiddhatvam | tatra
gangadipadanam pravahdadau prasiddha Saktih, tiradau caprasiddheti [...] /

(PLM: 62-63)

The secondary signification function being non-existent by virtue of the Bhasya’s sentence “every [word] has
the capacity to express all the meanings/objects if the intention [of the speaker] is there”, it is needlessly
complicated to consider that the two [meanings/objects] are determined by two signification functions. [...]
How is it possible then to understand [the meaning] “bank” from such words as ganga? [...] Indeed, the
expressive capacity is of two kinds: well-known or not well-known. The fact of being well-known is the fact of
being understood even by a dull-witted man; the fact of being not well-known is the fact of being understood
by a learned man only. In this case, the well-known expressive capacity of suchwords as garngd is a meaning
such as “river”, and the not well-known is a meaning such as “bank” [...].

This idea according to which the difference between the primary and the secondary meaning comes
from the well-known or not well-known use of the word appears for the first time in the
Vakyapadiya of Bhartrhari.*® This conception —a single signification function which allows for
expressing every meaning/object, some being better-known than others — perfectly fits the ekasabda

view: it enables one to explain —and then, to accept— plurivocal relationships. Vaiyakaranas,

%" See Pradipa on M ad A 2.3.46 (vol. 3: 301-302). S.D. Joshi and J.A.F. Roodbergen note: “Kaiyata explains what to
him seems to be the deeper meaning of the Bhasya. The words drona, etc. may stand for a measure of capacity, but
they may also stand for a quantity measured on account of the particular relation between the two meanings. But the
meaning (pari)meya: ‘quantity to be measured’ is not invariably present to our mind, when we hear the words
drona, etc. Therefore its meaning cannot be regarded as part of the pratipadikartha drona. To justify the nominative
endings after drona, etc. in the sense of parimeya, the word parimana has been specially mentioned in P. 2.3.46.”
(1981: 19-20) The commentary of Nagesa is as follows: atah parimanagrahanam laksyarthopalaksanam iti
kaiyatasayam anye / “That is why, according to some, Kaiyata’s intention [is to say]: the mention parimana implies
[the idea of] figurative meaning.” (U, vol. 3: 302)

sarvaSaktes tu tasyaiva Sabdasyanekadharmanah | prasiddhibhedat gaunatvam mukhyatvam copajayate // (VP
2.253) “The primariness or secondariness of a word which [expresses] multiple qualities [and] which has the
capacity of expressing everything, comes from the difference between what is well-known [and what is not well-
known].”

40
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though conceiving the word — meaning/object relationship as natural (svabhavika), have then
adopted a theoretical approach which enables them to take into account plurivocal relationships, by
far the most frequent in wordly usage.

For Mimamsakas, the word has three signification functions: 1) a primary signification function
(abhidha); 2) a signification function dependent on qualitative similarity between the primary
meaning/object and the secondary meaning/object (gauni (i.e., metaphors based on similarity)) and
3) a secondary signification function (/laksand (i.e., metaphors based on other relations)). Laksana

and gaunivrtti are clearly distinguished by Kumarilabhatta (7" century):

abhidheyavinabhiite pravrttir laksanesyate

laksyamanagunair yogad vrtter ista tu gaunata

(TV:354)

Laksana is considered as a use [of the word] relative to the [meaning/object] which is connected to the primary
[meaning/object]; but the secondariness of the designation relation (i.e. gaunivrtti) is considered to be due to
the relation with the qualities of the secondary [meaning/object].

According to exegetes, only the primary meaning is the true meaning of the word; the figurative

meaning is derived from the primary meaning, as stated by Kumarilabhatta:

ajahatsvarthah sarvah Sabdapravrttayah purvasaktyanusarasambhave Saktyantarakalpane
pramanabhavat /

(TV:356)

All the significations of a word are ajahatsvartha [laksands, namely laksanas where the primary
meaning/object, which is left out, does not disappear], because there is no reason to think that there is another
signification function when it is possible to [understand the secondary meaning/object of a word] as coming
from the primary signification function.

For Naiyayikas, the word has two signification functions (vyapara): one is primary (mukhyavrtti,
Sakti or abhidhd) and the other is secondary (laksand).*' The secondary signification function
associates a secondary meaning/object to a word through the medium of its primary
meaning/object, that is to say the secondary meaning is indirectly expressed. This is shown in the

following definition, borrowed from Salikanatha:

svasakyasambandho laksand

(TCI1V: 679)

The secondary signification function is a relation of the primary meaning/object [of the word] x [to a secondary
meaning/object].

As has been pointed by Gerdi Gerschheimer (1996 vol. 1: 82), it is an indirect relation of the form:

vrttis ca Saktilaksananyatarasambandhah | (Siddhantamuktavalt (17th century): 357) “And the vrtti is a relation
which is either an expressive capacity or a metaphor.”
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word -------- primary meaning/object -------- secondary meaning/object

sakti relation

So, for Mimamsakas as well as for Naiyayikas, figurative meaning is indirectly expressed through
the primary meaning. This conception, I believe, attempts to preserve, as far as possible, a univocal
relation between words and meanings/objects. For Vaiyakaranas, as shown above, the not well-
known meanings of a word are expressed by the same expressive capacity as the well-known ones;
we grasp them directly, without the mediation of the latter.

I will end this paper by mentioning another topic which has always been of great interest to Western
linguists as well as to traditional Sanskrit scholars working on homonymy/polysemy: the removal of
ambiguity.*

As pointed out by K. Kunjunni Raja in his Indian Theories of Meaning (1963: 50 and following),
Bhartrhari gives a list of the contextual factors which determine the exact meaning of a word in the
case of ambiguous sequences.” This list seems to have been adopted by most later traditional

Sanskrit scholars. It is mentioned in the following extract from the Vakyapadiya:

samsargo viprayogas ca sahacaryam virodhita /

arthah prakaranam lingam sabdasyanyasya samnidhih //

(VP 2.315)

samarthyam auciti desah kalo vyaktih svaradayah /

Sabdarthasyanavacchede visesasmrtihetavah //

(VP 2.316)

Association (samsarga), dissociation (viprayoga), companionship (sa@hacarya), opposition (virodhita),
meaning [of co-occurring words]/purpose (artha), context (prakarana), indication (linga), vicinity (samnidhi)
of a specifying word, capacity (samarthya), propriety/suitability (auciti), spatial context (desa), temporal
context (kala), gender (vyakti), accent (svara), etc. are the causes of the understanding [of something] different
when the meaning of a word is not determinate.**

42
43
44

For an outline of Western theories, see Kleiber 1999: 56.

Some of these factors are already mentioned in the Brhaddevata (see Raja 1963: 48).

These factors are respectively illustrated as follows: 1) dhenu which signifies “cow” as well as “mare” is restricted
to the meaning “cow” in the sentence savatsa dhenuh “a dhenu with its calf”, because of the relation which exists
between cow and calf; 2) in the sentence avatsa dhenuh “a dhenu without its calf”’, dhenu means “cow” because of
the dissociation of the relation which exists between cow and calf; 3) the name Rama in ramalaksmanau “Rama and
Laksmana” refers to the brother of Laksmana and not to Parasurama, because of the well-known companionship
which exists between both (this kind of determination concerns compounds only); 4) the name Arjuna in
karnarjunau “Karna and Arjuna” refers to the enemy of Karna and not to the son of Krtavirya, because of the well-
known hostility which exists between them; 5) sthanu which signifies “pillar” as well as “Siva” is restricted to the
denotation of the god Siva in the sentence sthanum bhaja “worship sthanu” because of the purpose of the action; 6)
saindhava which signifies “salt” as well as “horse” is restricted to the meaning “salt” in the sentence saindhavam
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This list clearly shows that the linguistic context as well as the situational context is taken into
account in the removal of ambiguity. Punyardja specifies in his commentary that this list of
contextual factors is accepted whether one is in favour of the ekasabda view or of the anekasabda
view:

tha kais cid arthabhedac chabdabhedo 'bhyupagatah/ tad aparair ekasabdateti dvau paksau/ tatra
nandtvapakse svabhavabhinnesu tulyasrutisu ripabheddad anavacchinnesu nimittantaraih samsargadibhir
avacchedah kriyate | ekatvapakse tv arthabhidhane bhinnasu Saktisu Srutisaripyamatrad alabdhavibhagasu
tathaiva samsargadibhir arthanirnayah kriyata ity ubhayatrapi prakaranadayah sabdarthanirnayanipuna [...] /
(Tika: 127)

Here, there are two views: by virtue of the difference in meanings/objects, a difference in words is understood
by some; according to others, there is a single word. Then, in the view that maintains the multiplicity [of the
word], when [words] are different by their nature (i.e., their meaning/object), standing in the same nominal
case [and] not distinguished by a difference of form, the distinction is made with the help of other causes like
association, etc. But in the view that maintains the singleness [of the word], when expressive capacities
differentiated according to the expression of meanings/objects are not grasped as distinct because of the mere
identity of hearing, the determination of the meaning/object is made with the help of association, etc.; and in
both [views], context, etc. allow the determination of the meaning/object of the word [...].

Conclusion

In this paper, I have tried primarily to provide an overview of the approaches in the indigenous
Sanskrit study of language to facts of polysemy/homonymy, and, more particularly, I have
attempted to highlight two points:

- First: in the Sanskrit traditions of language study, polysemy is generally presented in association

with synonymy whereas in Western linguistics it is presented in association with homonymy.

anaya “bring saindhava” if it is uttered when the speaker is taking his meal; 7) in the Vedic sentence aktah sarkarah
upadadhati “he places the anointed pebbles on [it]”, the meaning of aktah “anointed” is not clear: we do not know
what kind of liquid has to be used. But another passage mentions clarified butter in the same context; because of this
indicatory sign, we know that the pebbles have to be anointed with clarified butter; 8) purarati “enemy of cities”
may denote any one who has destroyed a city, but in the expression devasya purardateh “of the god destroyer of
cities”, because of the vicinity of the word deva, we understand that it refers only to the god Siva; 9) in the sentence
madhumattah kokilah “the cuckoo is intoxicated by madhu”, madhu means “spring season” and not “honey”
because only the spring season has the capacity to intoxicate the cuckoo; 10) in the sentence patu vo dayitamukham
“may your beloved girl’s mukha protect you”, mukha means “favour” and not “face”, because only the former
meaning suits the context; 11) in the sentence bhdatiha paramesvarah “here appears paramesvarah”, the reference to
the place by the word iha “here” indicates that paramesvarah refers to a king and not to the god Siva; 12)
citrabhanu which signifies “sun” as well as “light of fire” is restricted to the meaning “sun” if the sentence
citrabhanur vibhaty asau “citrabhanu is now shining” is uttered during the day; if the sentence is uttered at night, it
means “light of fire”; 13) mitra means “sun” when used in the masculin gender and “friend” when used in the neuter
gender; 14) in Vedic Sanskrit, accent has a distinctive function. The sequence indrasatruh (accent on the last
syllable) means “killer of Indra” whereas indrasatruh (accent on the first syllable) means “one whose killer is
Indra”.
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This asymmetry reveals a difference of foundation: a philosophical foundation in the case of the
Sanskrit traditions (word — meaning/object relationship), a linguistic foundation in the case of
the Western tradition (status of figurative meaning).

Second: the opposition ekasabdadarsana/anekasabdadarsana is based on one’s conception of
the word — meaning/object relationship. If one accepts plurivocal relationship as some
Vaiyakaranas do, one will have a tendency to favour the ekasabda view; on the other hand, if
one considers univocal relations as the norm, as Mimamsakas and the majority of Naiyayikas

do, the tendency will be to favour the anekasabda view.

Abbreviations

A Astadhyayt

BV  Brhadvaiyakaranabhiisana
M Mahabhasya

MS  Mimamsasitras

NS  Nyayasitras

PLM Paramalaghumanjiisa

SB
TC

TV

VB

VP

Sabara’s Bhasya
Tattvacintamani
Tantravarttika
Uddyota

Varttika
Vatsyayana’s Bhasya

Vakyapadiva
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