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This work emerges from a sustained engagement with one of the most profound questions in Indian epistemology: how do we come to know through the medium of words? The question of Shabda Pramana — verbal testimony as a valid means of knowledge — has occupied the greatest minds of the Indian philosophical tradition for over two millennia, yet its relevance to contemporary debates in epistemology, philosophy of language, and hermeneutics remains remarkably vital.

My interest in comparing the Nyaya and Mimamsa perspectives on verbal testimony began during my doctoral research at the University of Lucknow, where I was struck by the sophistication with which these two schools approached questions that Western philosophy has only recently come to appreciate fully. The Naiyayikas and Mimamsakas did not merely debate whether words convey knowledge; they developed comprehensive philosophical systems addressing the nature of language, the structure of meaning, the conditions of semantic comprehension, and the metaphysical foundations of linguistic authority.

The Nyaya school, with its emphasis on the trustworthy speaker (Apta) and its rigorous criteria for testimonial reliability, offers what we might today call a naturalistic or agent-based account of testimonial knowledge. For the Naiyayikas, words convey knowledge because and insofar as they come from speakers whose cognitive and moral reliability has been established. The Mimamsa school, by contrast, grounds testimonial authority not in any speaker but in the eternal, authorless nature of language itself — a position of breathtaking philosophical audacity that continues to challenge and stimulate.

I have written this study with several audiences in mind. For scholars of Indian philosophy, I hope to provide a clear and systematic comparison of these two traditions that moves beyond mere description to genuine philosophical analysis. For philosophers working in epistemology and philosophy of language in the analytic tradition, I hope to demonstrate that the Indian discussions of testimony, meaning, and linguistic authority anticipate and enrich contemporary debates in ways that deserve serious engagement.

Throughout this work, I have drawn extensively on the foundational texts — the Nyaya Sutras of Gautama, the Mimamsa Sutras of Jaimini, and their major commentaries — as well as on the rich secondary literature in both traditional Sanskrit scholarship and contemporary philosophy of religion and language. The works of B.K. Matilal, J.N. Mohanty, Jonardon Ganeri, and Francis Clooney have been particularly indispensable guides through this complex philosophical terrain.

I am grateful to the faculty and colleagues at the University of Lucknow and Indira Gandhi National Open University whose discussions, criticisms, and encouragement have shaped this work at every stage. Any errors that remain are entirely my own.

It is my sincere hope that this study contributes to the ongoing dialogue between Indian and Western philosophical traditions, demonstrating that the deepest questions about knowledge, language, and authority are truly universal concerns that all philosophical traditions illuminate in their distinctive ways.
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my teachers, whose words became knowledge,

and to all seekers of Pramana

who have walked the long path

from Shabda to Jnana —

from sound to understanding.
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"Aptopadesha Shabdah"

The instruction of a trustworthy person — that is verbal testimony.

— Nyaya Sutras, 1.1.7
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Verbal Testimony as an Independent Source of Knowledge

The philosophical traditions of India have long grappled with a fundamental epistemological question: how do we acquire valid knowledge (Prama) about reality? While perception (Pratyaksha) and inference (Anumana) have been widely acknowledged as legitimate means of knowing, the status of verbal testimony — words communicated by one person to another — has generated profound philosophical debate. This source of knowledge, known as Shabda Pramana or Shabda, represents not merely the passive reception of linguistic information but a sophisticated cognitive process through which the spoken or written word serves as an instrument of valid cognition. As Matilal (1986) observes, Indian epistemology distinguished itself from Western traditions precisely through its sustained attention to testimony as an irreducible epistemic category, rather than subordinating it to other forms of inference or belief formation.
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Definition of Shabda Pramana

Shabda Pramana, derived from the Sanskrit root "shabda" (sound, word) and "pramana" (valid means of knowledge), refers to the knowledge acquired through the testimony of a reliable speaker. Unlike Western epistemological traditions where testimony is often reduced to a species of inductive reasoning or justified belief, Indian philosophical schools — particularly Nyaya and Mimamsa — recognize Shabda as an autonomous Pramana, distinct from perception and inference (Mohanty, 1992). This recognition emerges from a crucial insight: there exist domains of reality that cannot be accessed through direct sensory experience or logical deduction alone. Historical events, moral imperatives, and transcendent truths all require linguistic transmission for their apprehension by subsequent generations.

The Nyaya school, as articulated in Gautama's Nyaya Sutras and elaborated by commentators such as Vatsyayana and Uddyotakara, defines Shabda Pramana as "Aptopadesha Shabdah" — the instruction of a trustworthy person (Apta) constitutes verbal testimony (Ganeri, 2001). An Apta is characterized by two essential qualities: direct knowledge of the subject matter (Yatharthajnana) and the genuine intention to communicate that knowledge accurately (Vivaksha). This definition immediately grounds the validity of testimony in the epistemic and moral character of the speaker. For the Naiyayikas, even the Vedas derive their authority from their divine authorship; they are Paurusheya (originated from a person), specifically from Ishvara (God), who possesses omniscience and benevolence (Phillips & Tatacharya, 2004).

The Mimamsa school, conversely, articulates a radically different conception. In the Mimamsa Sutras of Jaimini and subsequent elaborations by Shabara and Kumarila Bhatta, Shabda Pramana is understood as the cognition arising from the comprehension of a sentence (Vakya), where the relationship between word and meaning is eternal and intrinsic (Clooney, 1990). The validity of verbal testimony does not depend on any speaker whatsoever, not even a divine one. Instead, the Mimamsakas argue that language itself, particularly the Vedas, is Apaurusheya (authorless, eternal), and thus self-validating (Svatah Pramanya). This position reflects their metaphysical commitment to the eternality of the Shabda-Artha-Sambandha (word-meaning relationship), which exists independent of any consciousness that might establish or guarantee it (Hiriyanna, 1993).
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The Scope of the Study

The comparative examination of Shabda Pramana in Nyaya and Mimamsa represents far more than an academic exercise in doctrinal classification. These two schools, while both operating within the broader framework of Brahmanical orthodoxy (Astika traditions), developed competing epistemological models that shaped centuries of philosophical discourse on language, authority, and knowledge (Halbfass, 1991). Understanding their divergence illuminates three critical dimensions of Indian philosophical thought.

First, the debate between Nyaya and Mimamsa exemplifies the fundamental tension between rationalism and textualism in Indian philosophy. Nyaya, with its emphasis on the Apta and logical structure, represents an essentially rationalist position: knowledge claims must be justified through identifiable sources whose reliability can be assessed. Mimamsa, by contrast, elevates certain linguistic structures — specifically the Vedic injunctions (Vidhi Vakyas) — to an unassailable epistemic status, arguing that ritual obligations (Dharma) constitute a unique domain of reality accessible only through authorless scripture (Clooney, 1990). This textualist position prioritizes the preservation and interpretation of sacred language over individual rational judgment.

Second, the Nyaya-Mimamsa debate on Shabda crystallizes competing theories of meaning and reference that parallel contemporary discussions in philosophy of language. The Nyaya theory of meaning, with its focus on speaker intention (Tatparya) and inferential processes, anticipates certain aspects of Gricean pragmatics and intentionalist semantics (Ganeri, 2006). The Mimamsa theory, with its commitment to eternal word-meaning relations and context-independent semantic values, resonates with more formalist or structuralist approaches to linguistic meaning.

Third, this comparison reveals the methodological diversity within Indian philosophy itself, challenging orientalist stereotypes that portray Indian thought as uniformly mystical or anti-rational. The Nyaya tradition developed highly sophisticated logical and epistemological tools for evaluating knowledge claims, while Mimamsa's elaborate hermeneutical methods (the six Lingas or interpretive principles) represent a different form of rationality focused on textual coherence and systematic interpretation (Clooney, 1990).
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