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About 3 (r)and ] (I)in Sanskrit

Dr. Dipesh Vinod Katira’

This paper attempts to understand the way the grammatical tradition of
Paninian treats two sounds 7 and / that are found in Sanskrit. The sound ‘r’ occurs
in many Sanskrit words like ‘Krsna’ and ‘hrdaya’. The sound ‘I’ occurs in words
like ‘klptih’ that are derived from root ‘krpt (s@marthye)’. The two sounds have
been taught in the second siitra of the Mahe$vara-siitras of the Astadhyayi. The
sounds that have been taught from the first to fourth mahesvara-sitras are
collectively called as ‘ac’ in Panini. The book ‘Paniniyasiksa’ calls them ‘Svaras’.
The characteristics of these two sounds however are different from those of the
other sounds that fall under the category of svaras. This paper attempts to analyze
how Paninian grammatical tradition views, categorizes and accommodates these
two sounds.
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1. Introduction:

The two sounds ‘r’ and ‘]’ are commonly known as ‘Svara’ in Sanskrit. If
a svara is an exact equivalent of ‘vowel’, this appears to be a misunderstanding of
the tradition. It, therefore becomes essential to examine all the discussions
available about these two sounds in Paninian grammatical tradition and
understand the reason behind this common perception in Sanskrit.

2. Common Perception About the Nature of Sounds ‘r’ and ‘I’ in Sanskrit:

A common belief about sounds ‘r’ and ‘I’ in Sanskrit is that they are
svaras. The two sounds are taught in the second Mahe$vara-siitra of the
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Astadhyay1 of Panini. The sounds that have been taught in the first four sitras of
the Astadhyayt are collectively known as ‘ac’ and are called as ‘Svaras’ in books
like Paniniyas$iksa. There is the following verse in Paniniyasiksa —

svara vimsatirekasca sparsanam parnicavimsatih|

vadayasca smrta hyastau catvarasca yamah smrtah||(Verse 4)}
This verse clearly says that svaras are 21 in number. The sounds ‘r’ and ‘]’ have
to be included in the list of svaras along with the other sounds like a, a, i, 7 and so
on to total up to the number 21.

All other sounds taught in the mahesvara-sitras are single sounds (or
dypthongs). The common understanding about sounds ‘r’ and ‘I’ is that they too
are single sounds like the others. The sound ‘r’ is often pronounced as ‘ri’ or ‘ru’,
which gives us an impression that is a syllable and not a svara. The sound ‘I’ is
written as ‘¥’ in Devanagari script. Just as §+3& = % or [ + & = 7], one feels

that [ + & = . This gives us an impression that ‘]]" is a syllable. I may be

broken-up as J + F&. In the sitra “QUTTRATeA feq: TERIQY (AstadhyayT —
3.1.55)’ we find =]. One may be tempted to break-up & as I + [ + F&. The

correct break-up of & however is I + . However this is due to the limitation
of the Devanagari script.

3. The Concept of Svara:

The etymology of svaras in contrast with that of the vyarijanas is found in
the books called ‘Pratisakhyas’ and is quoted in Patanjali’s Mahabhasya as
follows —

Sanskrit - na punah antarena acam vyarnjanasya uccaranam api bhavati .
anvartham khalu api nirvacanam : svayam rdajante svarah . anvak bhavati

vyafijanam iti.(Mahabhasya on Panini 1.2.29-20)°.

¥ See Gosh (1938:9)
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English Translation — Without ac a vyarjana cannot be pronounced. The
following etymology is indeed appropriate ‘those that shine on their own are
svaras. Those that follow are the vyarijanas.

This etymology clearly tells us that those sounds that can be pronounced
clearly independently are svaras.

4. Translation of the Word ‘Svara’:

The word ‘svara’ is often translated as a ‘vowel’. As per definition a
vowel is a sound that is produced with no constriction in the vocal tract. While
pronouncing a vowel there is no significant build-up of air pressure at any point
above the glottis. Thus we see that there is a slight difference between the concept
of a svara and that of a vowel. Generally only those sounds can be pronounced
clearly independently where there is no constriction. In that way the term ‘svara’
coincides well with the term ‘vowel’. There is some degree of constriction in the
production of sounds ‘r’ and ‘I’. They therefore cannot be called as vowels. They
can still be called as svaras as their independent pronunciation is very well
possible. Even fricatives can be pronounced independently. However, they cannot
be called as vowels. By definition they can fall under the category of svaras.
However, nowhere in tradition have the fricatives like s, § and s been called as
svaras. This means that the definition of a svara provided above is not very
precise.

A concept similar to that of ‘constriction’ is called ‘Vivrti’ and falls under
the group of ‘Abhyantara-yatna’ the following verse found in the Paniniya$iksa is
relevant in this regard —

aco'sprsta yanastvisannemasprstah salah smrtah|

Sesah sprsta halah prokta nibodhanupradanatah|| (Verse 38)*

The above verse calls Abhyantara-yatna as ‘Anupradana’ and says that there is
nemasprsa i.e., partial constriction in the vocal tract in the pronunciation of s, §, §
and 4 while there is no constriction in the pronunciation of ac (which includes r
and /). The following siitras found in the Paniniya-$iksa-siitrapatha are relevant in
this context — ‘isadvivrtakarana usmanah (3.6)° ‘vivrtakarana va (3.7)° and

“Vivrtakaranah svardah (3.8)"’. They mean that s, §, s and # may be considered
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either isadvivrtakaranas or vivrtakaranas i.e., there is either partial or no
constriction in the pronunciation of s, §, s and 4 but svaras are necessarily
vivrtakaranah 1i.e., there is no constriction. By composing the sitra ‘najjhalau
(Astadhyayt —1.1.10)’ Panini opines that there is no constriction in the
pronunciation of svaras as well as s, s, s and A, but still svaras and fricatives are
not homogenic. The sounds 7 and / therefore can be called as svaras but not as
vowels.

5. Why have r and / been included among svaras?

The tradition gives places of articulation of various sounds. The places of
articulation of the vowels have also been given. For example -
‘akuhavisarjaniyah kanthyah’ and ‘icuyasastalavyah’ (Paniniya-S$iksa-siitrapatha
1.1 and 1.7). The first sitra says that apart from sounds &, kh, g, gh, n and h, the
sound a is also pronounced from kantha (i.e., velum). The second sitra quoted
above similarly says that the place of articulation of the sound i is talu (i.e.,
palate). The hard palate has been given as the place of articulation of y where as
the upper teeth have been given as the place of articulation of /. Vowels other than
r and / are identified with the place of articulation in a different sense. The place
kantha for example as the place of articulation of a refers to centredness or
backness of the tongue. Similarly fa@lu as the place of articulation of i refers
merely to the frontness. Ostha as a place of articulation of u refers to rounding.
The active articulators are not touching any place of articulation. There is no
constriction in the vocal tract while articulating vowels other than r and /. In case
of r and / the tip of the tongue actually rises up and goes closer to the place of
articulation. It is therefore clear that the when tradition gives ‘hard palate’ and
‘teeth’ as the places of articulation of r and / respectively it means that it is aware
of the constriction in the vocal tract.

The two sounds have still been accepted as svaras for practical purposes.
The Mahabhasya in its discussion on the sitra ‘rlk’ says the following —
‘tasminnackaryani  yatha syuh dadhyltakaya dehi, madhvitakaya dehi
udannltako'gamat, pratyannitako'gamat (Mahabhasya chapter 2)’. It is simply a
morphological fact that r and / behave like svaras. The Mahabhasya says that /
has been taken in the ac series so that rules like ‘iko yanaci (Astadhyayt — 6.1.78)’
that apply to other vowels may also apply to /. Same is the case of r. Just as the
pronunciation of the other svaras can be elongated, that of 7 can also be elongated
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(dirgha) if it is a svara as in the words like ‘pitynam’. Just as the pronunciation of
the other svaras can be prolonged (pluta), that of r and / can also be prolonged if
they are ones among the svaras.

6. More about r:

In Panini this sound also falls under the ac group. From the discussion
about r in the Mahabhasya one comes to know that Paninian tradition perceives
two components in 7. The first one of them is similar to that of » (or Y). In its
commentary of the sitra ‘krpo ro lah (Astadhyayi -8.2.18)° the
Siddhantakaumudi clearly says the following - “krperrkarasyavayavo yo
rephasadrsastasya ca lakarasadrsah syat”. This means that, in order to derive
words like ‘cakipe’, the sitra ‘krpo ro lah’ substitutes r-like component of r with
a [-like sound.

The second component of 7 is a vowel. The following lines on the siitra
‘rasabhyam no nah samanapade (Astadhyayi — 8.4.1)’ in the Mahabhasya are
noteworthy in this regard —

“rasabhyam natve rkaragrahanam. rasabhyam natve rkaragrahanam
kartavyam. rasabhyam nah nah samanapade rkarat ca iti vaktavyam. iha
api yatha syat : matynam, pitynam iti. tat tarhi vaktavyam. na vaktavyam.
vah asau rkare rephah taddasrayam natvam bhavisyati. na sidhyati. kim
karanam. na hi varnaikadesah varnagrahanena grhyante. ekadese
nudadisu ca uktam. kim uktam. agrahanam cet nudvidhiladesavinamesu
rkaragrahanam iti. tasmat grhyante. evam api na sidhyati. kim karanam.
ananantaratvat. yat tat rephat param bhakteh tena vyavahitatvat na
prapnoti. advyavaye iti evam bhavisyati. na sidhyati. kim karanam.
varnaikadesah ke varnagrahanena grhyante. ye vyapavrktah api varnah
bhavanti. yat ca atra rephat param bhakteh na tat kva cit api vyapavrktam
drsyate. evam tarhi yogavibhagah karisyate. rasabhyam nah nah
samanapade. tatah vyavdye. vyavaye ca rasabhyam nah nah bhavati iti.
tatah atkupvannumbhih iti. idam idanim kimartham. niyamartham. etaih
eva aksarasamamnayikaih vyavaye na anyaih iti”.

English Translation:
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The necessity of inclusion of r in the siutra ‘rasabhyam no nah samanapade’ —

e [t is necessary to include r in the sitra ‘rasabhyam no nah samanapade’
and say that n changes to n even when it comes after r, so that words like
matrnam and pitynam can be derived correctly.

e So, should it really be included in the sitra?

e No. Even without including » will change into n by virtue of r that is a
part of 7.

e This cannot happen.

e Why?

e [fa letter is enunciated, it stands only for itself and not for another letter of
which it forms a part.

e [t generally doesn’t but here it does. This is because in case of nuf etc. it is
precisely said “agrahanam cet nudvidhi-ladesa-vinamesu rkara-
grahanam”. Hence in the sitra ‘rasabhyam no nah samanapade’ r will
also account for the » which is a part of .

o Still the substitution of n with n will not become possible.

e Why?

e Because there is a lack of immediateness. There is a portion of vowel in r
which comes between r and n.

e There is another sitra which follows ‘rasabhyam no nah samanapade’
and says that n does change to n after » or § even when letters in the group
at fall in between.

e The substitution of # with z is still not possible.

e Why?

e  Which are the letters that account for the others whom they form a part of?
Only those that exist as independent letters too. The portion of vowel that
follows 7 in r is not seen elsewhere as a separate vowel.

e In that case we will have to break the sitra into two parts. Firstly
‘rasabhyam no nah samanapade’ and then ‘vyavaye (from the following
sitra)’. This would then mean that n followed by » or s does change to n
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even if there is some other letter in between the two. After that will follow
the next sitra — ‘atkupvannumvyavaye'pi’.

e Now why is this (next) sitra required at all?

e For limiting the scope of letters that can fall in between and substitution
still happens. It would then mean that in case of hindrance of by letters
taught in the Mahe$vara-siitras, n followed by r or s will change to » if and
only if they are among the groups ‘af’, ‘ku’ and ‘pu’.

The inferences

e This passage in the Mahabhasya serves as an additional evidence of the
fact that tradition sees the sound r» as an initial part of the sound r. The
earlier sentence quoted from the Siddhantakaumudr called it as a sound
similar to that of 7 and not r itself.

e The above passage also talks about the portion of vowel that follows 7 in 7.

e What follows r in r is a vowel, but it is different from all the other vowels
taught in the Mahe§vara-siitras.

e The Mahabhasya does not further explain the nature of this portion of
vowel in more detail as that wouldn’t have had any impact on the
derivative process.

e This portion of vowel has been called as ‘bhakti’ in the above passage®.
7. More about /:

By the rule ‘krpo ro lah’ the r or r-like element of the root krp can be
replaced by / or I-like sound. This changes krp to klp. So Just like r, the tradition
perceives two sounds in / as well. When a sound is derivable by adding up other
elementary sounds, there is no need to consider it as an elementary sound itself.
The sound / however has been taught in the Mahesvara-siitras as an elementary

® An entry on the word ‘bhakti’ in the ‘Dictionary of Sanskrit Grammar’ is interesting in this
regard. The relevant part of the entry is as follows - /<% (2) the vowel portion surrounding, or
placed after, the consonant T or & which (consonant) is believed to be present in the vowel & and
<] respectively forming its important portion, but never separately noticed in it. The vowels = and
] are made up of one matra each. It is contended by the grammarians that the consonants T and
forming respectively the portion of & and <, make up half a- matra, while the remaining half is
made up of the wi=F of the vowel surrounding the consonant. The word which is generally used fir

this ‘bhakti’ is ‘ajbhakti’ instead of which the word ‘Fa¥sifxs’ is found in the Pratisakhya works.
See Abhyankar (1961 :268).
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sound in the group ac. This issue has been taken up for a detailed discussion in
the Mahabhasya. One obvious reason for keeping / among ac is that
morphologically it acts more or less like a vowel. However, after a long
discussion the Mahabhasya concludes that there is just one aspect of / that cannot
be done away with if it is not included in ac. That is its pluti i.e., elongated
pronunciation. / has to be either put in the group of ac or major changes are
required to be made in the framework of Paninian rules in order to account for
this pluti. This means that Paninian tradition is aware about the fact that including
/ among elementary sounds can be done away with, but it doesn’t do so as brevity
1s a priority in Panini.

8. The Treatment of r and / in Panini

It seems from what Abhyankar says in his entry on bhakti that even
Pratisakhya were aware of the syllabic nature of the two sounds r and /. The
Pratisakhya prior to Panini however have labeled r and / as svaras. Though the
Paninian tradition engages only in the discussions relevant to derivation of words,
it seems to be very well aware of the differences between the characteristics of
sounds 7 and / and those of the other svaras. r may be called as a syllabic vowel-
like retroflex approximant where as / may be called as a syllabic vowel-like
lateral approximant.

9. Conclusion:

From the above discussion it becomes clear that the term svara which was
current during Paninian times requires only a sound to be produced
independently. Unlike the concept of a ‘vowel’, constriction in the vocal tract is
not a matter of concern for a sound to be called as a svara. Thus apart from other
vowels sounds 7 and / can also rightly be called as ‘svaras’ but not as ‘vowels’.
However, sounds s, $, s and 2 which can also be pronounced independently have
never been called as svaras in the tradition. Panini understood the exact nature of
the sounds 7 and / and perhaps also the fallacy in the definition of the concept of
svara.

There are several terms that Panini has clearly defined before using them
in his Astadhyayi. For example the sitra ‘mukhanasikavacano'nundsikah



9%% TSI (SH:-0 3, AUH-0 3) Shodhjyoti (Vol.-3, Year-3)

(Astadhyayt 1.1.8)” defines the term ‘Anunasika’ and then puts it to use in sitras
like ‘upadese’janunasika it (Astadhyayi 1.3.2)’ and so on. He similarly defines
the terms ‘Guna’, ‘Sarvanama’, ‘Lopa’, ‘Savarna’ etc. and then puts them to use.
He had an option of defining the term ‘Svara’ similarly, disambiguating it and
then putting it to use in his work.

A tendency of using grammatical terminology which was already well
known by his time directly without defining it is also observed in Panini’s work.
He uses not so technical terms like ‘Visesana’, ‘Visesya’ and ‘Kriya’ and several
highly technical terms like ‘Aun’ as in the rule ‘auna apah (Astadhyayti 7.1.18)’
and ‘An’ as in the rule ‘arno nastriyam (Astadhyay1 7.3.120)° which were used by
his predecessors without defining them.

Panini does not define the term ‘Svara’ in his Astadhyay1 but uses it in his
sitras ‘nalopah sup-svara-sanjina-tug-vidhisu krti (Astadhyayt 8.2.2)’ and ‘na
padantadvirvacanavareyalopasvarasavarnanusvara.. (Astadhyayt 1.1.58)’. But in
these they denote accents and not vowels.

Panini has devised a term ‘ac’ which is merely a group of certain sounds.
In conformity with the tradition all the svaras including r and / have been
included in this group. He has not ventured into defining or using the term ‘Svara’
for vowels. His term ac helps him to fulfill all practical purposes. Thus by not
defining a svara Panini seems to have benefitted in the following ways —

e Panini could save himself from taking a stand (either supporting or
refuting) on the traditional definition of svara.

e Panini could save an effort required to define svara more precisely and
then use it for meeting his objectives which would have otherwise
amounted to prakriyalaghava or lengthening of the process.

Panini has similarly refrained from defining many other essential terms
like pratyaya, dhatu and kriya. This also seems to be one of the techniques that he
has employed for ensuring brevity while still adhering to the tradition.

The following table briefly summarizes the entire argument —

Svara Vowel The group ‘ac’
Condition 1 Not necessary Yes Not necessary
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No constriction
in the vocal tract
Condition 2 Yes Yes Not necessary
Independent (By virtue of
Pronunciation condition 1)
rand/ Yes No Yes
(By condition (By condition 1) | (because it is
2) included in ac)
s, S, s and h Yes No No
(By condition (by condition 1) | (because it is
1) but NO as not included in
per tradition ac)
Conclusion Lack of clarity | Not the exact No theoretical
in definition translation of backing but
the them svara | efficiently
serves the
purpose, leads
to brevity
References:

Abhyankar, K. V. and Shukla, J. M.

1986 A Dictionary of Sanskrit Grammar. Baroda: Oriental Institute.
Cardona, G.
2008 Patanjali: Vyakaranamahabhashya, electronic text Based on the edition by

Kielhorn, Franz. (Bombay 1880-1885) and revised by Abhyankar, K. V. (Poona
1972-1996)
Dharurkar, C. V.

2018 Comparing phoneme, morpheme and Zero in Panini and Modern

Linguistics. Unpublished PhD thesis. Mumbai: IIT Bombay.
Ghosh, M.

1938 Paniniya Siksa or The Siksa Vedanga ascribed to Panini (being the most ancient
work on Indo-Aryan Phonetics) Critically edited in all its Five Recensions with
an Introduction, Translation and Notes together with its two Commentaries.
Calcutta: The University of Calcutta

Pandey, G.
2004 Astadhyayt of Panini (With Preface, Containing separation of words, Mode of

explanation, Supplementary rules and Foot-notes). Varanasi: Chaukhamba
Surbharati Prakashan
Vasu, S. C.



9%¢ SIS (ATH:-0 3, AUH-0 3) Shodhjyoti (Vol.-3, Year-3)

1962 The Siddhanta Kaumudi Of Bhattoji Diksita, Vol. 1. Delhi: Motilal Banarasidass.
[Reprint 2003A]
1962 The Siddhanta Kaumudri Of Bhattoji Diksita, Vol. II. Delhi: Motilal
Banarasidass. [Reprint 2003B]



