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0. Introduction

This paper deals with the question of what an
agent (kartr) is in the view of the Paniniyas. In
connection with this question, one might be re-
minded of one of the most famous siitras of the
Astadhyayrt of Panini, A1.4.54 svatantrah karta,
which defines the term kartr ‘agent’. Accord-
ing to this sitra, a kartr is a karaka which is
spoken of as an independent (svatantra) par-
ticipant in comparison with other participants
in an act. It is difficult, however, to form a
clear picture of what an agent is merely from
this siitra. Of course, one might be referred to
the Mahabhdasya of Pataiijali, where Katyayana
and Patafijali are seen to discuss the question in
greater detail. This paper, however, bases itself
on the Vakyapadiya of Bhartrhari, which, follow-
ing the Paninian grammatical tradition, brings
out points of Panini’s grammar. Naturally, fo-
cus will be on the Sadhanasamuddes$a of the
Vakyapadiya. In this samuddesa Bhartrhari is
concerned with sadhana, or what brings an action
to accomplishment, which is just what is referred
to by the term karaka.

Not only will Bhartrhari’s clarification about
the concept of a kartr be helpful in considering
questions, such as those of what a creator (srastr)
is and what a cognizer (jaiatr) is, which we find
discussed in so many works of classical Indian
philosophers; it will also be absolutely essen-
tial for a proper understanding of his own meta-
physical theory, the theory of vivarta. For, in
Bhartrhari’s vivarta theory, the concept of a kartr
plays an important role. In his view, the dynamic
aspects of the phenomenal world have their ba-
sis in the time (kala) power of Brahman and the
time power is svatantrya which is the power of
functioning as agent (kartrsakti).! In this respect

*My special thanks are due to Professor Brendan S.
Gillon for helpful suggestions.
"Wrtti on VP 1.3: kalakhyena hi svatantryena sarvah

also we must say that it is important to see how
Bhartrhari understands what an agent is and to
grasp the concept of a kartr elaborated by him.

1. As Patafijali argues in his Mahabhasya,
the term svatantra in the sitra is a bahuvrihi
compound (yasya svam tantram sa svatantrah),
whose constituent tantra signifies being a prin-
cipal thing (pradhanya). It is equivalent to the
term svapradhana ‘one who has the self (sva) as
a principal thing’, as in the utterance svatantro
'sau brahmanah ‘This Brahmin is svatantra or
independent’ 2

2. To begin with, let us consider the following
utterance:

[1] devadattas tandulan edhaih sthalyam
pacati
‘Devadatta is cooking rice in a pot with fire-
wood’.

In the situation conveyed by this utterance, the
person called devadatta functions as agent, while
the firewood (edha), pot (sthali), and rice grains
(tandula) function respectively as instrument
(karana), locus (adhikarana), and object (kar-
man). It is interesting that in this situation as one
has utterance [1], so also one has the following
utterances:

[2] sthalt pacati

‘The pot is cooking [rice]’;

[3] edhah pacanti

‘The firewood is cooking [rice]’.

paratantra janmavatyah Saktayah samavistah kalaSakti-
vritim anupatanti / According to Bhartrhari, by virtue
of the power of functioning independently (svatantrya),
called Time, effective things (Sakti), which are those
whose activities depend on factors other than Time and
hence are causally conditioned (janmavat), come into play
(samavista); consequently, they arc what follow the activi-
ties of the time power.

2MBh 1.334,17-20: kim yasya svam tantram sa sva-
tantrah /. . . / asti pradhanye vartate / tad yatha / svatantro
'sau brahmana ity ucyate svapradhana iti gamyate / tad yah
pradhanye vartate tantrasabdas tasyedam grahanam /
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The person called devadatta performs the acts
of putting a pot on the stove, pouring into it wa-
ter and food grains, setting fire wood under it,
etc. Similarly, the pot performs the act of con-
taining grains and the firewood carries out the act
of burning up to the point where the grains are
soft. Since the meaning of a verb is a composite
of component actions, these acts are denoted by
the same verb.

The person called devadatta, the firewood, and
the pot are assigned the name kartr by the sutra
in question.> They are said to be independent
with respect to their own actions (svavyapara),
although they are respectively an agent, an in-
strument, and a locus, relative to the principal
action of cooking. It may be said in this con-
nection that Devadatta is called a principal agent
(pradhanakartr) and others subordinate agents.

However, a question arises: Then what differ-
entiates Devadatta from other karakas? Patafijali
gives the following answer:

MBh 1326.10:  yat sarvesu sdadhanesu
samnihitesu karta pravartayita bhavati/

“Because when all sadhanas [i.e., karakas] are
present, it is the agent who sets them into play.”

According to Patafijali, the principal agent is
that karaka which sets others into play. Naturally
this implies that the subordinate agents are those
karakas which are set into play by the principal
agent.

3. In view of this Bhasya Bhartrhari states the
following karikas:
VP3.7.101: prag anyatah
nyagbhavapadanad api /
tadadhinapravrttitvat pravrttGnam nivarta-
nat//
VP3.7.102: adrstatvat pratinidheh praviveke
ca darsanat /
arad apy upakaritve svatantryam kartur ucy-
ate //
“Even if a [principal agent] helps from a dis-
tance a main act to be brought to accomplish-
ment, the [principal] agent is said to be inde-

Saktilabhan

Vis.  8-10 on A1.4.23: adhisrayanodakasecanata-
ndulavapanaidhopakarsanakriyah pradhanasya kartuh pa-
kah // dronam pacaty adhakam pacatiti sambhavanakriya
dharanakriya cadhikaranasya pakah // edhah paksyantya
viklitter jvalisyantiti jvalanakriya karanasya pakah //

pendent or a principal factor, for the following
reasons:

(1) because he acquires his power before the
operation of the other karakas and from some
other source (prag anyatah Saktilabhat);

(2) because he keeps the others subordinate to
himself (nyagbhavapadanat),

(3) because the others start off their activities
depending on him (tadadhinapravrttitvat);

(4) because he holds the others back from con-
tinuing their activities (pravrttanam nivarta-
nat);

(5) because no substitute for him is seen
(adrstatvat pratinidheh);

(6) because he is seen to be present even when
the others are not (praviveke darsanat).”

Before moving on to the main task, it is desir-
able to explain the point that the principal agent
helps from a distance a main act to be brought
to accomplishment. The key to this point is that
by A1.4.42 sadhakatamam karanam Panini as-
signs the name karana ‘instrument’ to that karaka
which most serves to bring about an act. In the
situation conveyed by [1], the firewood, which
functions as instrument, is considered to be that
karaka which most serves to bring the main act
of cooking to accomplishment. Devadatta, on
the other hand, has to be said to help in the ac-
complishment of the act of cooking from a dis-
tance in comparison with the firewood. Thus,
what Bhartrhari has in mind in making the above-
mentioned point is that, in comparison with an in-
strument, an agent is said to help the main act to
be brought to accomplishment, from a distance.*

Now let us consider the characteristics of the
main agent.

3.1. prag anyatah sSaktilabhat
First, to be an agent is to be one who acquires
a power to bring an action to accomplishment,
from what is different from other karakas set into
play by him, before the other karakas operate.
This will be explained as follows. Devadatta
who desires rice gruel (odana) sets into play the

* According to Bhartrhari, a thing is spoken of as instru-
ment when its own activity is viewed as immediately pre-
ceding the accomplishment of an action.

VP 3.790: kriyayah parinispattir yadvyaparad ana-
ntaram / vivaksyate yada tatra karanatvam tada smrtam //
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firewood and others which serve to bring to ac-
complishment the act of cooking that leads to the
softening of the rice grains, namely the rice gruel.
He first desires the rice gruel and then obtains
access to the firewood and others and sets them
into play.’ Accordingly, it is proper to say that
Devadatta, who has obtained access to the other
karakas, can bring the act of cooking to accom-
plishment by means of setting them into play. We
have to note that to acquire the power of bring-
ing the act of cooking to accomplishment (sak-
tilabha) is to reach the state of being capable of
exercising such a power.® Obviously, it is be-
cause he desires the rice gruel that Devadatta ob-
tains access to the other karakas. The acquisition
of the power, therefore, must be said to be from
some source other than the other karakas (anya-
tah). In addition, it is unquestionable that such
acquisition takes place before those other karakas
operate (prak). For, unless they are set into play
by Devadatta who has the power of bringing the
act in question to accomplishment, they cannot
operate.’

3.2. nyagbhavapadanat

Secondly, to be an agent is to be one to whom
other karakas are subordinate.

All karakas are said to be independent with re-
spect to their own actions. The firewood func-
tions independently with respect to its own action
of burning up. It is plain that the functioning of
the firewood is brought about by Devadatta who
brings it into use as the instrument of the act of
cooking (kartrviniyoga). When it is in depen-
dence on Devadatta that the firewood can func-
tion independently with respect to its own act, the
firewood is properly described as being subordi-
nate to the principal agent Devadatta.

3.3. tadadhinapravrttitvat

Thirdly, to be an agent is to be one, in depen-
dence on whom other karakas start off their activ-
ities. To put it in a clearer way, to be an agent is

3 Prakasa on VP3.7.101: phalakamo hi karta karanddiny
updrjayate /

®It is interesting to note that Bhartrhari uses the term
vrttilabha ‘the acquisition of a function’ in the sense of the
activation of a function. See Vrrti on VP1.131-132.

"Prakasa on VP3.7.101: karanadinam tu kartrviniyogad
eva svavyapare svatantryam, na tv anyatah /

to be one who sets other karakas into play (pra-
vartaka).

This characterization has already been given
by Patafijali. The point is clear. The firewood,
set into play by Devadatta, performs its own ac-
tivity, while Devadatta performs his own activ-
ities of his own accord when he wishes to ob-
tain the fruit of the act of cooking. We must say
that the activity of the firewood depends on Deva-
datta, for, set into play by Devadatta, it performs
its own activity.

3.4. pravrttanam nivartanat

Fourthly, to be an agent is to be one who stops
other karakas from continuing to function (ni-
vartanad).

When Devadatta is cooking rice grains, he will
hold the firewood back from continuing to burn
up for fear that the firewood should heat the pot to
the point where all the water evaporates and the
grains burn dry—to say nothing of Devadatta’s
stopping to function of his own accord when he
has reaped the fruit of the action.

3.5. adrstatvat pratinidheh

Fifthly, to be an agent is to be one for whom
another agent is not seen to be substituted.

We have the Vedic injunction vrihibhir yajeta
‘He shall sacrifice with rice grains’. When the
rice grains are not available, wild rice grains
(nivara) can be substituted for them.® Similarly,
when the firewood is not available, Devadatta can
substitute some other inflammable thing for it
to bring the act of cooking to accomplishment.
When Caitra is cooking rice grains, however, it
cannot be said that he is substituted for Deva-
datta. Whoever desires the fruit of an action and
is capable of bringing the action to accomplish-
ment is qualified to perform the action insofar as
not prohibited from performing it.” If Devadatta

¥ Bhartrhari notes that when a subsidiary thing necessary
for a ritual act, obligatory or optional, is not available, the
substitution for it has to be made so that the ritual act should
be brought to completion. VP2.70: asamnidhau pratinidhir
ma bhiin nityasya karmanah / kamyasya va pravrttasya lopa
ity upapadyate //

*Vriti on VP2.65: saty apy arthitve drste 'pi sama-
rthye Sastrenaparyudastasyadhikaro yuktah / Prakasa
on VP3.7.102:  kartrantaram hi kriyam nirvartayat
pratinihitam nocyate / tasyapy arthinah samarthasya-
paryudastasyadhikarat /
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who desires the fruit of the action cannot engage
himself in the act of cooking for some reason,
it follows that there is no agent who sets other
karakas into play, so that the action itself is not
brought to accomplishment.!® For other karakas
substitution should be made by an agent in order
to bring to accomplishment the act intended by
him.

3.6. praviveke darsanat

Sixthly, to be an agent is to be one who is seen
to operate alone in the absence of other karakas.

This characterization. of an agent is applica-
ble to an agent of the act signified by an object-
less verb. Consider the utterance devadatto ’sti
‘Devadatta is’. It is observed that Devadatta is
present even when the firewood and others are
not present. One might ask where he is. To be
sure, a locus is essential for the act of being.!!
But a certain place is said to be the locus with re-
spect to the act of being, when the place serves
as the locus of an agent of the act of being. The
agent is thus said to be directly related to the act
of being in comparison with the locus.!?> What is
more, one understands from the finite verb asti
that the act of being is inseparably connected
with the agent. This shows that every act requires
an agent or that there is no act which is devoid of
an agent.!> If every act requires an agent and if
not every act is followed by other karakas, then it
is established that an agent is a principal factor in
the accomplishment of an act.!*

“Prakasa on VP3.7.102: asambhave ca pravartayitur
evabhavah /

""Note that Paniniyas hold that the meaning of the verb
as ‘be’ is an action (kriya). See Ogawa [2005: Section 6].

Helaraja calls the agent in this case ‘one who is
capable of directly bringing the act to accomplishment’
(saksatsamartha). Prakasa on VP3.7.102: saksatsamartha-
sya kvacid anyanapeksandt praviveke ca darsanam . . . /

Y Prakasa on VP3.7.102: yady apy atradhikaranadayah
sambhavanti tathapi nantariyakas te Sabdavyaparad
apratiyamandah / tata$ cdakartrkayah kriyaya abhavat
sambhiiyakaribhyo ’pi visisyate karta /

" According to Kaiyata, it is determined that an agent
is a principal factor in comparison with other karakas,
when the following both hold: (1) When other karakas
are absent, an agent alone is seen to occur; (2) When
an agent is absent, other karakas are not seen to occur.
Pradipa on MBh ad A1.4.23 (11.384): karanadyabhave ’py
aste Sete ityadau kevalasya kartur darsanat kartrrahitanam
karanadinam adarsanat pradhanyam kartuh /

4. So far we have seen how the principal agent,
Devadatta, in utterance [1] is characterized. It
is also interesting to see how he is characterized
if he is prompted to perform the act of cooking
by somebody else. Consider the following utter-
ance:

[4] pacayaty odanam devadattena yajfiadattah
‘Yajfiadatta causes Devadatta to cook rice
gruel’.

Here Devadatta is assigned the name kartr by
Al.4.54, so that the third triplet ending is used
after the nominal base devadatta. Now a diffi-
culty arises. How can the prompted agent be said
to be an agent, since being prompted he lacks
independence in undertaking an action? This is
comparable to the case where in utterance [1]
the firewood and others, being set into play by
Devadatta, lacks independence in relation to the
main act of cooking. In utterance [4] Deva-
datta becomes a subordinate agent. He is called
prayojyakartr ‘an agent who is prompted to do
something’, while Yajfiadatta is called prayoja-
kakartr ‘an agent who prompts someone else to
do something’.

In connection with the question mentioned
above, we have to note the following karikas
of the Vakyapadiya, where Bhartrhari establishes
that the agent who is prompted by another is not
different from the other independent agents about
whom there is no doubt.

VP3.7.122: sambhavanat kriyasiddhau kartr-
tvena samasritah /

kriyayam atmasadhyayam sadhananam pra-
yojakah //

VP3.7.123: prayogamatre  nyagbhavam
svatantryad eva nisritah /
avi§isto  bhavaty  anyaih  svatantrair

muktasamsayaih //

“An agent who is prompted by someone else
is not distinguished from other unquestionably
independent agents for the following reasons:
(1) because the agent who is prompted is con-
ceived in a prompter’s imagination to be an
agent who contributes to the accomplishment
of an action (sambhavanat kriyasiddhau kartr-
tvena samasritah);

(2) because the agent who is prompted sets
sadhanas into play for the accomplishment of
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the action which he has to bring to accomplish-
ment (kriyayam atmasadhyayam sadhananam
prayojakah);

(3) because he becomes subordinate to the
prompter with respect simply to the act of
prompting (prayoga) which is performed by
the prompter, precisely because he is inde-
pendent with respect to the act to be per-
formed by himself (prayogamatre nyagbha-
vam svatantryad eva nisritah).”

Let us consider briefly these three reasons.

4.1. sambhavanat kriyasiddhau kartrtvena sama-
Sritah

In the situation expressed by utterance [4], De-
vatatta has been chosen as the agent for his capac-
ity to accomplish the action. Suppose that De-
vadatta is currently not engaged in cooking rice
grains. Yajiiadatta, who assumes that Devadatta
is capable of bringing the act of cooking to ac-
complishment, incites the latter to perform the
act. Therefore, Devadatta who is prompted to do
the cooking is one who has been determined to
have the power to bring the act to accomplish-
ment and who is assumed to bring the act to ac-
complishment. Thus, in Yajfiadatta’s imagination
(sambhdvana), Devadatta is conceived to be ca-
pable of bringing the act of cooking to accom-
plishment. We must recall that in the situation
conveyed by [1], it is taken for granted that De-
vadatta’s accomplishment of the act of cooking
presupposes his power to perform that act.

4.2. kriyayam atmasadhyayam sadhananam pra-
yojakah

In the given situation, Devadatta engages the
other sadhanas to do the action which they can
accomplish.

As said above, in utterance [1] Devadatta is
said to be one who sets the firewood and oth-
ers into play. In the present utterance also he
must be characterized in the same manner. A
simple determination of him as being capable of
performing the act of cooking will not do. For,
if Devadatta, even if he has the power to do the
act, is indifferent and inactive, Yajfiadatta cannot
prompt Devadatta to perform it. Consequently, in
the present case Devadatta must be one who sets
into play things necessary for him to bring the
act of cooking to accomplishment. Devadatta in

the situation conveyed by [4], who sets the things
into play, thus meets the condition for being an
agent of the act of cooking he himself has to per-
form.

4.3. prayogamatre nyagbhavam svatantryad eva
nisritah

It is plain, furthermore, that in the situation
conveyed by [4] Devadatta is prompted by Ya-
jiiadatta and so becomes subordinate to the latter
just because of his independence with respect to
his own activities.

In the present situation, there is no contra-
diction between Devadatta’s being prompted and
his being independent. For, if Devadatta who is
prompted to cook is not independent with respect
to his own activities as mentioned earlier, he can-
not set into play karakas for the accomplishment
of the act of cooking, so that the act of cooking
itself is not brought to accomplishment. Here
also we must recall that Devadatta in the situa-
tion conveyed by utterance [1], being a princi-
pal agent, is characterized as one who sets other
karakas into use.

4.4. What all this shows is clear. Devadatta, even
in the situation expressed by utterance [4], does
not lose the status of being a principal agent with
respect to the act of cooking. It is to be noted that
Yajiiadatta there is assigned the name hetu as well
as the name kartr by A1.4.55 tatprayojako hetuh,
according to which Yajfiadatta is to be considered
as a karaka which plays the role of causing an
independent one, Devadatta, to participate in the
act of cooking.

5. It has been said that in the situation conveyed
by [4] Devadatta is described as being subordi-
nate to Yajfiadatta who prompts the former to
carry out the act of cooking. Bhartrhari goes on
to present a different idea that even in the given
situation there is no subordination of Devadatta
to Yajhadatta.
VP3.7.124: nimittebhyah pravartante sarva
eva svabhiitaye /
abhiprayanurodho ’pi
siddhaye //
“Everyone performs an act for their own bene-
fit when caused to perform the act. Following
the wishes of another is also to fulfil one’s own

purpose.”

svarthasyaiva pra-
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This karika is stated on the basis of the follow-
ing passages of the Mahabhasya:

MBh 11.35.25-36.1 (on A3.1.26): neha kascit
paro ’nugrahitavya iti pravartate / sarva ime
svabhiityartham pravartante /

“In this world nobody takes action with the
idea that somebody else should be benefited.
[On the contrary] here everybody takes action
for their own benefit.”

Mbh 11.36.8-9 (on A3.1.26): yadi tarhi sarva
ime svabhiityartham pravartante kah pra-
yojyarthah / yad abhiprayesu sajjante /

“[Question] Then if here everybody takes ac-
tion for their own benefit, for what purpose are
they prompted to take action? [Answer] For
the purpose of meeting a prompter’s wishes.”!3

The point made by Paniniyas is this. Everyone
takes action for their own benefit. They perform
an act with the desire of gaining benefits from
performing the act. In this respect they have no
dependence on others in the accomplishment of
the act. In the situation conveyed by [4], Deva-
datta follows Yajfiadatta’s wish to have the act of
cooking brought to accomplishment by the for-
mer. But Devadatta does so precisely because he
thinks that following Yajfiadatta’s wish also re-
sults in conferring a benefit on himself.

Thus it is clear that in Paniniyas’ view the de-
sire to reap some benefit (svarthalipsa) plays an
important role in taking action.!® If we take this
view into consideration, we may, therefore, rea-
sonably say that to be an agent is to be one who
takes action for one’s own benefit.

6. I have been so far concerned solely with an
agent who is an animate being. One might argue
that no inanimate thing can have such a desire
with which it can become an agent. But as a mat-
ter of fact, it cannot be denied that an inanimate
thing can become an agent as in utterances [2]
and [3]. I will not elaborate on this point. Suffice
it here only refer to following karika:

VP3.7.103:  dharmair abhyuditaih Sabde
niyamo na tu vastuni /

'SUddyota on MBh ad A3.1.26 (111.95-96): preraka-
bhiprayesv asajjante / tadabhiprayam jaatva tam nivarta-
yanti /

'“Prakasa on VP3.7.124: svarthalipsaya sarvah pra-
vartamanah paradhinatam pravrttau nasadayati /

kartrdharmavivaksayam sabdat karta
pratiyate //

“With reference to a thing as it is spoken of

and not to a thing as it is, it is determined on

the basis of the properties mentioned above [in

VP3.7.101-2] whether it is an agent. When

a speaker wishes to convey the properties of

an agent with reference to a certain thing, the

thing is understood to be an agent from the
words.”

It is obvious that when a speaker intends to
convey a certain thing as having the six char-
acteristics described in the preceding karikas,
VP3.7.101-102, the property of acquiring the

power and so on,!” the thing becomes an agent.

7. Conclusion

From what has been said above, it should be
concluded that, as Pataiijali has an insight into
it, being an agent consists in being one who sets
other karakas into play. The agent’s setting them
into play is preceded by his acquiring the power
to perform his own activities which lead to the
accomplishment of the main act. The acquisi-
tion of such a power is also preceded by his wish
to enjoy the fruits of the act or to reap benefit
from the act. Thus all the characteristics of an
agent, described in 3.1-3.6, except that described
in 3.3, are involved in his feature that he sets
other karakas into play (pravartaka, prayojaka).

We have to recall in this connection that Patai-
jali offers an analysis of the process involved in
any action in six stages: sampasyatikriya ‘men-
tally conceiving something’ — prarthayatikriya
’wishing for it” = adhyavasyatikriya ‘deciding
on a course of action’ = arambha ‘undertaking
the action’ — nirvrtti ‘bringing it to completion’
— phalavapti ‘obtaining the fruit of the action’.!8
There is no question that within the framework of
this action process Paniniyas try to define what an
agent is.
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