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Niurukta = Hermeneta

Every student of Vedic literature will 5z fam'lier with what arc czlled by
modern scholars “tolk etymologies.” 1 cite, for example, the Chindogya
Upanisad (vinz.3), “Verily, this Spirit is in rhe heart® (esz drma Ardi).
The hermeneia (aruktam) thereol is this: “This is in the heart” (brday-
arm ), and that is why the ‘heart’ is called ‘Ardayam.” Whoever 15 a com
pr=aznsor of tais reaches Heaven every day.” Specimens, cf course, ahonnd
in Yaska—for exampls, Nirukta vag, “Puskaram tueans ‘mid-world,” be-
causc it ‘fasters” (posaiz) things that come to be® Water is puskaram too,
because i: 1s a ‘means ol worship’ {puwjakaram), and ‘to be wersaipped’
(pajayitavyam). Otherwise, as ‘lotus’ (puskaram) the word is of e

same origin, being a ‘means of adorning’ (vepusfarem); and it is a -

‘bloom’ (pusyam) becauss it blossoms’ (puspaie).” Exolanations of this
kind are cammonly dismissed as “erymological wiflings” (J. Eggeling),
“purely artiicial” (A. B. Keith), and “very fanciful” (B. C. Mazumdar),
or as “puns.” On the otker hand, one feels that they cannot be altogether
ignored, far as rhe lase-mentioned author says, “There arz in many Upani-
suds very fanciful explanations . . . disclosing bad grammar and worse
idiom, and yet the grammarians who did not accept them as correct, cid
not szy anything ahout them™;* thar is, the ezrly Sanskrit gram:narians,
whose “scientific” abilities have been universally recognized, did not em-
’ in their “grammar,” but at the same time never

k]

body these “explanatiors
condemnezd them.
Nirukéu is not, in fact, a part of philclogy in the modern sense; a herme-

[This essay appearcd in the Vitow-Bhidraiz Duarterly, NS 1L (r936) and ccneur-
rently in Freach in Frudes traditionelles, XLI (1930); the Addendum which con-
cudes the essay was published in each journal e fllowiag year.—er. |

1 e, “wihin you,” in the seuse that “The Kingdom of Heaven is within you.”

* The space berween Heaven and Eerth, being and notbeing, light and cdarkness,
essence and nature, being predsely the locus, opportunity, and “promised land” of
all birih and becoming.

13, O Mazumdar, review ol T. IN. Rawsan, The Katha Upanismd, in Tedian Cul-
tare, IT (1035/1036), 378,
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neutic explanazion may or may not coincide with the actual pedigree of a
word in question, Nirukta = hermencia is founcec upon a theory of
Janguage of which philology acd grammar arc only deparumen.s, onc
may even say the most humble departments, nor do I say this without a
n:af and genuine respect for those “cmniscient impeccable leviathans of
science rhat headlong sound the linguistic ocean to its most horrid depds,
and (in the ‘ntervals of ramming each other) ply their Hukes on such
sudacious small fry as even on the mere surface will venture within their
danger,”" and whose advice n nmatters of verbal genealogy I am always
ready to accept. Etymelogy, an excellent thing in its place, is nevertaeless
precisely one of those “modern sciences which really represent quite
licerally ‘resicues’ of the old sciences, no longer undersiood.™ In Iudia
the t-aditional scicnce of language is the special domain of the géarva
minmamsé, of which the characteristic is that “It leys stress on the proposi-
tion that articulare sounds zre eternal,’ and on the consequent docirine
that the connection of a word with its sensc is no: duc to convention, but
is by nature inherent in the word itself.” When, however, A. A, Mac-
donell adds to this excellerr charzcterizatior: that “Owing to its lack of
philosophical interest, the system has not as vet much cccupied the atten-
tion of LKuropzan scholars,” he only means that the subject is not of
interesr ro himself and his kind; ir is implausible ~har he sheuld have had
in minc deliberately to exclade Plato from the category of “philosophers.”
For not only dees Plato employ the hermeneutic method in the Cratylus
—for example, when he says “ ‘te have called” (rd keAéoay) things useful
is onc and the same thing as to speak of ‘the beantiful’ (v kahdv) —
hut throughout this dialogus he is dezling with the problem of the na-
ture of the relation between sonnds and meanings, inquiring whether
this is an essential or au uccidental une. The general couclusion is tha:
the true name of anything is that which has a natural ({Skr. sshaja)
meaning—i.e, is really ar “imitation” (uipnows) of the taing itself in

*Stancish Hayes O'Crady, Sifve Gedefive (Loudon aud Edinburgl, 1852, 11, v,
;René G:-_ténm_, Lg Crise do monde moderne ! Parls, 1027), p. 103,

il What is meant by the “eternity of the Veda" is somectimes misundersiood.

Etornal” is “without duration” “nor in tire” (akbilz), thersfore ever n-esent.

The “F?Cl"nif}’" of tradition has nothing to do with the “dating™ of a given scrip-

:;15;11:‘_ ;1; '!ireraqf sensz. As S Tho:r_?.s Aquinas expresszd ir, “Both t-he Divine

b fm;ﬂf.ralihe writing of he 3ook of Life are cternal. But the promulgation cannet

“tarmity on the part of the crcature tha: heass or reads”™ (Swm. Theol.

1911 od 2)

T ; a sl .
History of Sanskrit Literature (London, tguo), p. 400
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terms of sound, just as in paincing thirgs are “imitated” in terms of color
—but that because of the actual imperfection of vacal imirarion, which
may ke thought of us a mauer ol inadequate recollection, the formation
of words in use has been helped cut by art and their meaning partly
determined by convention. What is meaat by natural mearing can be
understacd when we find thar Socrates aud Cratylus are represented as
agrecing that “the letter rho (Skr. y, 7) is cxpressive ol rapidity, motien,
and hardness.” Cratylus maintains that “he who kaows the names knowg
also the things expressed by them,” and this is as much s imply that
“IIc who first gave namcs te things did so with sure knowladge of tae
nature of the things”; he maintains in so many worcs that this first giver
of names (Skr. nimadhah) must have heen “a powsr more than hurman”
and that the names thus given ia the beginning arc necesserily their “trae
names.” The names themselves are cualistic, implying either motion or
rest, and are thus descriptive of acts, rather than «f the rhings rthat act;
Socrates edmits that the discovery of real existence, apar: from denota-
tions, may be “bevond you and me.”

It is likewise the Indian doctrine (BD 125 ff, Nirukra 1.7 and 12, erc.)
thet “Names are all derived [rum actions”; insofar as they denote a course
of action, names are verbs, and insofar as someone or something is taken
to be the doer of the action, they are rouns. It must nat be overlooked
thar Skr. ndma is not merely “name,” but “form,” “idea,” and “eternal
reason.”® Sound and mecaning (Jzbdartha) are inseparably associated, so
that we find this expression employed as an image of a perfact union,
sich zs thar of Siva-fakd, essence and nature, act and petentality £z
dizinis. Names arc the causc of existence; one may say that in any ¢om-
posite esserce (vattva, nimariipa), the “name” (nama) is the form of the

“phenomeran” (rdpa) in the same sense that one says that “the soul is

the form of the body.” In the state of nonbeing (esaz) or derkness (Za-
mas), the names of individual principles zre unuttered or “hidden”
(namani guhyd, apicy, erc.; RY passgm);® o be named is to proceed
from death to life. The Eternzal Avatar himself, proceeding as o child (&
méra) from the unfriendly Father, demands a name, becanse ir is “by natne
that one strikes away evil” (papmanam apahanti, SB v1.1.3.9) ; all beings on
their way drcad most of all to be robbed of their names by the powers of

& Sea Coomaraswamy, “Vedic Exemplaristn,” [in the present volumz—en.]. Alse
René Guénoa, “Le Symbolisme du théitre,” Le Vedle d'Tsts, XXXVIL (1y32), 69

% “Yhen names Were not, no- any sign of existence endowed with name” (Rumd,
Dizan, Ode =vr).
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Death, who lies in wait to thieve (krivir namani pravame musayati,
RV v.44-4). “I. is by his deathless name (wmartyena ndmng) that Ladra
overliveth human generations” (RV vi.18.7). So long as an individual

rinciple remains in act, it has a name; the world of “names” is the world
of “life.” “When & man dies, wlat doss not go out of him is ‘name,’ that
is ‘without end,’ and since what is ‘without end’ is the Several Angels,
{hercby he wins the “world without end” ” (BU nr.2.12).

It is by rhe enunciation of names that & “more than human power”
not merely designates existing things correctly but endows them with their
being, and the All-maker can do this bscause He is omniscient of the
hidden or titznic names of things thar are not yer in themselves; it is by
the forcknown narmes of mediate causcs that He docs all that must be
dong, including the creation of all separated beings. Ber example, RV
11556, “He by the names of the Four [Seasons] has set in maotion rhe
rounded wheel [of the Year] that is Zurnished with ninery steeds”; x.54.4,
“Thy titen names, all thess, O Maghavan, thou surely knowest, whereby
thou hast performed thy mighty deeds”™; vt 415, “Varuna knoweth rhe hid-
den nemes remote, memy a locetion maketh he w blossomn (k@vva puri
... pusyati), even as the light of heaven {dyawh, Lere the Sun, pisaes,
sgwity, as in v81.2) bringeth into blossom all kind (pusyats . . . rdpam).”
Teis by the same token that all words of power are efficacious—[or exumn-
ple, PB vi.g5 and vi.r0.3, “By the word ‘born’ (jé22#) he ‘brings to birth’
(7ijanat). . . . In saying ‘lives’ he enlivens them that ‘live.””

It is thus by a divine providence that all things are brought forth in
their variety: “Varuna knows all things speculatively” (vidvam sz veda
varunn yatha dhiya, RV xar.1). “All-maker, supernal seer-at-one-glance
(samdrk), of whom they speak as ‘One beyond the Seven Prophets,” who
is the only onc Dcnominato- of the Angels (yo devidndgm nimadhi cka
cva),  him all other things turn for information (samprainam),” RV
X822-3' should be read in connecrion wirth 172.3, where the Angels,
by their sacrificial service, “obraincd their names of worship, contrived

;D.It Is quite right for zs tn think of “names as the canseguences of things”
i(s ; 'j_t‘-'ci(;, as (‘:um_f.'d by _i.}ante in ﬂ}e.lfmz msozﬁz},.bccnuse our knowledge of things
” mc::[m :‘ntl:{n ; b;tdamldental; aspiring to esser:tlzgl knowledgs, names ars for us
o foréet”th r:of',: s gehand.nor to ‘bc zonfused with know]cdg; itself Dut let us
puwer” Whicli omht -’}'p-omt of wacw of the Cf:af-‘_-"l's P.fzilo’:s “inoke i.'Iiitll huu}an
e s wa.Isl t_c irst Denominzstor, names (_1dez‘|s J preceded things, which
e 53m t'C}‘Wcrt.;. Already pc-ssess?d ol essential knowl_cdgc,“for Eim i
o e nie as i c:naze:”fmm the point of view of the First Mind, “things

tenscquences of names.
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their high-born 2o0dies™; t¢ be named—to get a name, in other words—
is to be born, te be alive. This denominztive creation is a dual acr: on
che part of thie One Denominator, the utterance is as single as himself;
on the part of the individual principles, this siagle meaning that is preg-
nant with all meanings is verbally divided, “by their wordings they con-
ceived him manifold who is but Oue” (RV xa145). And inasmuch as
such a sacrificial partition is a centraction and icentification into varicry,
it must be realized that to be named, while indispensable to wayfaring,
is nor the zoal: “Speach (vde) is the repe, and names the knot wheredy
all things are beund” (AA ma6). The cnd is formally the same as the
beginning; it is as one "0 longer fed by Zorm or aspect {(némardpid-
uimukiah) that the Comprehensor reaches rh= heavenly Person bevond
the yon, knowing the Brahman becomes the Brahman” (Mund. Up.
mz.8-g). “As these flowing rivers tend towards the sea, their name and
aspect are shattered, it is only spcken of as sea’” (Prasna Up. vig). “The
fastidious soul,” as Bckhart seys, “can rest on nothing that has nanmce”;
“On merging into the Gedhead all definition 1s lost,” anc this is also
why he says, “Lord, my welfzre liss in thy never calling me ta mind”;
for all of these quotations innumerable paralels could be cited from
other Christian as well as from Saff and additional Indian sources.

One rhiss hegins ro glimpsz a theory of expression in which ideaticn,
denomination, and individual existence are inscparable aspects, coneeptu-
ally distingu’shable wher objectively considered, but coincident in the
subject. What this amounts to is rhe carceprion of a single living luu-
guage, not knowable in its entirety by any individual principle but in
itself the sum of all imaginable articulations, and in the same way cor-
respending to all imaginzble acts of being: the “Spoken Word” of God
is predisely this “sum of all language” (vicikam sarvapmayvam; Abhinaya
Derpana 1). All existing languages are partially remembered and mers
o- less fragmerted echoes of this nniversal tongue, just as all modes of
vision ate more of less obscwre refractions of the world-picture (jegec-
citra; Svatmanirapana g5) or eternal mirrar (speculum aeternuym; AUEUS-
sine, De civitate Dei x1m.29) which, if one knew and saw in their cutirety
and sitnultaneity, would be to be omniscient. The original and inexhaus-
tible (ghsara) affirmation (oy) is pregnant with all possible meaning;
or, thought of nor as sound but as “cmniform light” (fyetir-vifvarepan,
V5 v.35), is the exemplary form of very differeat things, and either way
is precisely “that ore thing by which when it is known, all rhings arc
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known” (Mund. Up. 1.3, BU 1.45). The paternal comprehicusion and the
mother twugue which are, thus, in their identity the first principle ot
knowlcdge are evidently inaccessible to empirical cbservation;™ as long
as 22 individual consciousness can be distnguished as such, au owmni-
screr.ce is incouceivable, and one can only “turn to the One Denominater
far instruction”™ (RV x.82,3)—namely, to Plato’s “more than human pow-
er,” to recover lost potentialities by acts of recollecrion, raising our level
of reference by all available dispositive means. The mctaphysical doc-
rrine of universal language is, thus, by no means to be thought of as
asserting that a universal language wes ever acrually spoken by any peo-
ple unde=r the sun; the metaphys’cal concept of a universal speech s, in
fact, the conception of a single sounc, not that of groups of sounds ‘o be
uttered in succession, which is what we mean when we speak of “a
spoken langnage,” where in default of an « priori knowledge of the
thought 1o be expressed, it may be “difficult to tell whether it 15 the
thought which is defective or the language whick has failed e express
i:” (Keith, AA, p. 54).

The asswiption more immediatcly underlying the traditional science of
hermeneutics (z#rakta) is that there remains in spoken languages = r-ace
of universality, and particularly of natural zimesis (oy whicl, of course,
we do not mean a merely onomatopoctic likeness but ene ¢f true anal-

11 And thug, 2s 2 modern schalar would siy, “meaningless to us and should not
ke descrined as knowledgze” (A. B. Keith's edition of the Adareya Avanyaka, Ox-
ford, 1g0g, p. 42), where, however, it should be borns i mind that the kind of
knowledge intended corresponds o Skr. awfdyd, as being a relative xnowledge or
apinion, as distinguished from an ascertainment. [Augustine, Conferstons x4,
“Scientia nostra scicntiac tua ccomparata ignorantia est . . . Ignoranua divisiva
st erratium.”] Tt is not, as Macdoncll pretends, because the theory of an adequale
symbolism of seund is devad of philesephical (or, rather, metaphysical) interest,
but because the mede:n scholar is not iaerested in princisles but only in “facts,”
nct in uuth bue only in swidstical predicion, that “the Pirva Mimamsa] system
has nat as yet much occupied the atention of European scholars.” The same might
be suid with respect to any other traditional science,

All tradition proposes means dispesitive to absolute experience. Whoever duss
ncl care @ eraploy these means is in no position to deny that the proposed pro-
cedure can lead, as asserted, to a principle that is precisely zairaktem, no thing
@nd no where, at the same time that it is the source of all things everywhere.
Whar is most repugnan: to the nominalist is the foct that, granted a possibilivy
of ahsolute experience, no -ational demcnstration could be offered in a classroom,
na “expermental control” is possible, very much as cogito ergo sam is to cvery
Individual an adequatc preof of his own conscious cxistence, of which, hewsver,
e dc‘mc.-nstralivc proof could be offered o the solipsist because he cannot direedy
=Pericnce lic consciousness of another who also claims © be a “person.”
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ogy); that even in languages considerably modified by art and by conven-
ton, there still survives o cousiderable part of a paturally adcquate sym-
bolism. It is assumed, in other wozrds, that certain assonances, which mey
or may not correspond to the actual pedigrees of words, are nevertheless
indications of cheir affnities and meaniogs, just as we recognize family
likeness, both of appearance and of character, apart from the line of
direct inherizance. All of which is anything but a matter of “folk etymol.
ogy"; it is noc a marter of etymology at all in the narrowes: sense of the
word, but rather of significant assonance,’® and in any case the “folk”
tradition is a matter of the “folk” only in respect to its transmission, not
its origing “folklore” and Philasophiz Perennis spring from a comman
source.

To neglect the merakia is, indeed, to impose upon oneaselt a needless
hzndicap in the cxegesis of doctrinal content. Compare in this connee-
tion the more intelligent procedure of “Omikron”: “A further decision
led me constantly to consul: such ancient lexika cnd fragments of lexika
as were obtainable; for T believed that in these original dictionarizs of the
Hellenes, the ancient scholurs would have given appesite meanings, as
well as clues to symbolic and allegoric expression. I paid particular atten-
tion to the strange Herméneia of the old grammarians, supposing rthat
rhey had good reasons for it, and even Zor giving, usuzlly, more then onc
Hermeéneta for the same word."™*

From an empirical point of view, it can hardly be claimed that the con-

recricn of sounds with meanings has been serlously inves:igated in mnod-
cra times; we have the word of Macdencll that “the system has not much
occupied the attzntion of European scholars.” Even if such investigations
had heen made, with indefinite or negative results, it would still hold
that hermencia (nirukts) as actuelly employed by ancient authors pre
seats us with an invaluable aid to the understanding of what was actually
intended by the verhal symhals thar are thus elucidated. The words of
Scripture are Jor the most part highly technical and pregnant with many
meanings on various levels of reference, so that even the norinalist
should feel himself indebted 1o rhe hermeneurist from a semantic point
of view.

*2“Per example, we do not mean to imply that as between the words Agnus
and Jgnfs (Latin =quivalent of 4gai) there is anything more than one of thase
phonetic similaritiss to which we referred above, which very likely do nnt cor-
respond 1o a line of linguistic descent, but are not therefore o be regardad as purefy

accidental” (René Guénen, L’Esosérisme de Dante, Parls, 1925, p. 93, 1. 2).
12 Omikron, Letters from Paslos (New York, 1920), Introduction,
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In the preceding article, I described the Omrlkira as the “sum of all
language” (vdcikam sarvapmayar), and “that one thing oy which when
ir is kaown, all things arc known.” There is a remarkable tex: cxactly
to this effect in CU 1233, “As all the leaves [of a book] are pirmcd
together by a spike (fanfuni), so all speech (sarvd vic) is pinned together
by the QOrakara; verily, the Omkira is all this, the Omkira venly [is]
all this”; znd for this, tco, there is a striking parallel in Dante (FParadiso
sxxmL8s5-02) : “Within ite depris T saw ingathered, hound by lave in one
volume, the scutlered leaves of all the wniverse . . . after such [ashion
that what I tell of is one simple flame. The universal form of this com:
plex 1 think that I beheld” The parallel is all the closer because in the
first case the universa] form is thas of the elernal sound, in the other,
that of the eternal light; for light and sound are coincident in divinis
(cf. svar end svara), and just zs Dante speaks of “these singing suns”
(Paradiso x76; cf. xving6, “So within the lights the fiying sacred cres-
tures saﬂg”), S0 IEJB :H-SS haS “Thc Sun iS Saund: thﬁ:ﬁfﬂre E‘he}' SHY
cf this Sun ‘It is as sound :hat He proceeds’ (swvarz et7),” and in CU
5.1, “The Sun is OM, for he is ever sounding forth ‘OM.””
Incidentally, the Chandogya passage cited above, “As all the leaves are
pinned together by a spike (yarha Sankuna sarvani pargani samtyanqani),”
allords very strong evidence for the contemporeneily of wrinng with die
redaction of this Upanisad, for cveryonc who has scen a South Indian
palm leaf manuscript of many leaves held together by a spike passed
through onz of the string-hales will recognize the aptness of the simile.
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