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VEDANGAS

Introductory Speech delivered
by Dr. V.V. Bedekar in the seminar on
‘Vedangas' held on 23rd April 1394 at
Thane, under the auspices of Institute
for Oriental Study, Thane |

| heartily welcome you all to this
Seminaron 'Vedangas' held under aus-
pices of the Institute for Criental Study,
Thane. Many of you have come from
different parts of the country, and | am
sure, your deliberations will throw light
on many dark corners of this topic and
we shall all be richer in knowledge by
the end of the day. We have been
conducting such seminars for the last
12 years, and have covered more than
16 subjects related to different facels of
Indian Culture.

Coming to the topic of today's
Seminar, | would like to present some
of my observations as {o how this topic
of Vedangas'is relevant even today in
its historical and scientific perspectives.
Many sceptics and strong advocates of
science and modemity scoff at such
branches of ancientlearning, and sum-
marily categorise them as religious
and unworthy of scholarly labour. Mo-
demity considers the period of the past
as a period of infancy, which could not
have achieved maturity of reasoning,
rationality, objectivity so necessary for
the progress of science, Science is
mistaken for and taken to be synony-
mous with technology, most of the
times. If scienca is a product of man's

Dr. V. V. Bedekar

inguisitiveness and search for truth, itis
more fundamental and important than
mere technology. Until we can divorce
ourselves from bias towards modernity,
we hardly can given any justice (o this
topic of Vedangas, with neutrality. |
would like to aver that these six sys-
tems-Vedangas have given nise 10 two
fundamental sciences - Mathematics &
Science of Language. There can be
hardly any debate as to the cardinal
position that mathematics enjoys in any
branch of learing. How do we commu-
nicate with each other 7 Only with the
help oflanguage. Modern scientificthink-
ing is almost obsessed with evolving a
language that will be concise, precise,
non-ambiguous and will leave not even
atiny gap between the speaker and the
listener. The Sutra-Style which the
Vedangas have largely adopted, an-
swerstothese very criteria. Pause, and
imagine for a minute, and ask your-
selves why English, such a dominating
language by various historical factors
could not have evolved this sutra style
This absence will convince you astothe
infinite richness Sanskrit has achieved
through the efforts of architects of that
language - the Vaiyakarnas, the
Niruktikas and Meemansakas. Could
these seers, composers of Vedas and
later literature of Vedangas, have been
primitive, barbaric, pastoral nomads, as
many a committed scholar would have
us believe ? The answer is an emphatic
"No'.
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Qutofthe six Vedangas, twoviz.
Kalpa and Jyotisha are directly related
to Mathematics and Astronomy,
alongwith Astrology. A part of Kalpa -
Vedangais considered as the mother of
arithmetic, algebra, geometry, trigonom.-
etry. This mathematics was imbibed by
Arabs, and disseminated in Europe
after the 14th Century. The rational
numbers and the decimal representa-
tion of fractions, so fundamental to
modern mathematical theory, is India's
contribution to world civilisation. The
tradition of mathematical thinking, set
up and nurtured by the Kalpalliterature,
flowered into great mathematical ge-
niuses like Varahamihira, Aryabhata,
Bhaskaracharya, right into the 20th
century in Ramanujan. The same is the
case with Jyolisha i.e. grahaganita or
astronomy. The knowledge of the move-
ments of planets, the infinity of the
universe and interrelation of its parts
including the Earth, was thoroughly
known to the ancients, and modern
science has added very little to these
fundamental conceptions. | quote a
paragraph (passage) from the Aitareya
Brahmana...

“The sun never sels nor rises.
When people think 10 themselves the
sun is setting, he only changes about
(viparyasyate) after reaching the end of
the day, and makes night below and
day to what is on the other side, Then
when people think he rises in the mom-
ing, he only shifts himself about after
reachingthe endofthenight, andmakes
day below and night to what is on the
other side. In fact, he never does set at
all. Whoever knows this that the sun

never sets, enjoys union and sameness
of nature with him and abides in the
same sphere.” (Aitareya Brahmana, Dr.
Haug's edition 1l 44)

These are the findings, at least
2000 years before Copernicus. | also
quote no less a scholar than Sir M.
Williams : ‘Pernicious as such supersti-
tious ideas were in their effect on the
mind and all mental progress they were
nevertheless productive of good, In
impelling the acute Hindu to study the
movements of the heavenly bodies, and
stimulating him to undertake arithmeti-
cal and mathematical investigations. In
all probability, astronomical and mathe-
matical science had an independent
origin in India." ( Indian Wisdom,
Choukhamba Sanskrit studies Vol.
XXXVIP. 182).

There are hundreds of treatises
and commentaries of Jyotisha available
today, and it is a sad fact that these
hundreds are only a fraction of the vast
Jyotishaliterature. It will be highly unjust
and suicidal for our self-perception, to
deny our ancients due credit for these
achievements by dubbing them as
shrewd guesswork, just for want of ar-
chaeological evidence for the existence
of optical and mechanical appliances of
that pericd.

The other four Vedangas viz.
Shiksha, Nirukta, Chhandas, and
Vyakarana delved deeper and deeper
to discover the origins and structure of
the Vedic language in particular, and
language as a human means of com.
r::gica:iun in general.

Ithas been very recently realised
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that, for a comprehensive understand-
ing of language and aspects of human
speech mechanism, biological, physio-
logical, physical and neurological
sciencescontribute. Veryrecently, from
neurobiologists tosociobiologists, a bat-
tery of competent scientists is working
on what language and speech is, and
where it originates. The modern scien-
tists related to neurobiology - the science
of the brain, and cognitive psychology -
the science of the mind, are trying to
understand some fundamental con-
ceptslike learning, memory, perception
and language. These scientists strong-
ly believe that the brain processes
language by means of three interacting
sets of structures.

(A)  Alarge collection of neural sys-
tems nresent in both cerebral
hemispheres responsible for
nonlanguage interactions between the
body and its surroundings.

(B) A small number of neural sys-
tems located in the left cerebral
hemisphere which represents pho-
nemes, phoneme combinations and
syntactic rules for combining words.
With external stimulants they can gen-
erate sentences which are spoken or
written, and

(C) A set of structures also located
mainly in the left hemisphere which
mediates between the first two.

Thesescientists strongly believe
that, once they understand the neural
basis of how brain learns external ob-
jects, events and their relations, they

will automatically gain insight in the
brain's representation of language and
the mechanism which connects the two,
| also give here the definitions as mod-
ern scientists believe, of components of
a Sound-Based language.

Phonemes : The individual sound units,
whose concatenation, in a particular
order, produces morphemes.

Morphemes : The smallest meaningful
units of a word, whose combination cre-
ales a word. (Ih sign- language the
equivalent of a morpheme is a
visuomotor sign.)

Syntax : The admissible combinations
of words in phrases and sentences
(called grammar, in popular usage).

Lexicon : The collection of all works in
a given language. Each lexical entry
includes allinformation with morpholog-
ical or syntactic ramifications, but does
not include conceptual knowledge.

Semantics : The meanings that corre-
spond to all lexical items and to all
possible sentences,

Prosody : The vocal intonation that can
modify the literal meaning of words and
sentences.

Discourse : The linking of sentences
such that they constitute a narrative.

{Scientific American, September 1892,P.
64.)

While understanding the neuro-
logical basis of language, modern

Ran fedlat 35/ o



scientists' perception of language is * it
helps to categorize the world, and to
reduce the complexity of conceptual
structure to a manageable scale... The
cognitive economies of language - its
facility for pulling together many con-
cepts under one symbol - make it
possible for people to establish even
mare complex concepts and use them
to think at levels that would otherwise
be impossible (Brain and Language,
Scientific American, Sept.' 92).

We have to study the efforts of
ancient Indians who may have tried to
tackle this problem from a different end
On this background, Shiksha i.e. pho-
netics, Niruktathatdeals with etymology,
Chhandas that studies prosody and
meters, and Vyakarana which tries to
understand the structure of language,
with mathematical precision, were the
schools that were preoccupied with the
very same problems. And these efforts
to understand the fundamentals have
enriched uswith eternal insightsinthese
branches of learning. In this regard, it
will be pertinent to quote Firth, the first
occupant of the prestigious chair of
General Linguistics at the University of
London,

“Phonetics and Phonology have
their ulimate roots in India. Very little of
ancient Hindu theory has been ade-
Quately stated in European languages.
When it is, we shall know how much
was lost......." (Firth J.R. 1957, Papers
in Linguistics 1934-51 (Oxford)
P.124-5).

Almost all the eartiest authorita-
tive manuscripts on these topics belong
at least to the 5th to 2nd centuries B.C.,
Pingala, the author of Chhandas-
Shastra, flourished in 2nd century B.C.
Yaska, the author of Nirukta belonged
to 5th cent. B.C. He refers to at least 18
earlier authorities whose treatises were
known, but are lost to us. Panini, the
culmination of the Vaiyakarana tradi-
tion, quotes at least 25 predecessors,
showingthe antiquity ofthis greatbranch
of human learning in Ancient India.

Whatis the position of this wealth
of knowledge today? Do the Vendagas
have any place in the general curricu-
lum of our Schools, Colleges and
Universities? Admittedly, this is igno-
rance and folly on our part. But why are
we committing and perpetuating it? We
have been brainwashed into believing
that all this is ‘Religious’ and what is
religious is unscientific or antiscientific
If this be refigion, Hindu religion, by
whalever definition, and if it has engen-
dered such exactandvaluable sclences,
which are undoubtedly secular, we shall
have to clarify what religion means to
the westerners, and what it is to us.

This seminar is an effort in this
direction. Hope we would succeed in
this effort. | conclude this speech by
thanking you and welcoming you again.

With Best Compliments From

P. H. Pagedar
Ganaraj Co-Op. Society,
Jrd Floor, 128, Brahmin Ali,
Bhiwandi - 421302
Hallo - 24634
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