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SABDA-PRAMANA AND TEXTUAL AUTHORITY: RETHINKING
KNOWLEDGE VALIDATION IN TRADITIONAL INDIA
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Abstract:
The epistemological category of sabda-pramana, which denotes true knowledge acquired through verbal
testimony, holds a pivotal position in classical Indian philosophy. Historically linked to the authority of the
Vedas, sabda has been posited as a dependable source of knowledge, especially regarding philosophical,
ethical, and normative truths that transcend the limits of perception (pratyaksa) and inference (anumana).
This article analyses the philosophical underpinnings, interpretative methodologies, and epistemological
rationales for sabda-pramana, contending that it constitutes a refined framework for knowledge validation
rather than a simple reliance on authority. This work re-evaluates the connection between textual authority,
cognitive reliability, and social epistemology, drawing on the Nyaya, Mimamsa, and Advaita Vedanta
traditions, alongside critiques from Buddhist epistemologists like Dignaga and Dharmakirti. By situating
sabda-pramana within historical and contemporary discussions on witness, epistemic trust, and
intersubjective validation, the paper illustrates its persistent significance as a framework for comprehending

knowledge diffusion, interpretation, and validation in premodern India.
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Introduction:

The conventional Indian epistemological
framework, termed Pramana Sastra, offers a
comprehensive and methodical examination of
knowledge validation, in which sabda-pramana,
or verbal testimony, has a pivotal and frequently
debated position. In this context, authoritative
texts—particularly the Vedas—function as
essential repositories of knowledge, providing
epistemic validity to information that may surpass
empirical verification or rational deduction. The
philosophical examination of sabda-pramana is
not simply an investigation of historical textual
traditions but a significant exploration of essential
inquiries regarding the essence, boundaries, and
verification of knowledge. Kisor Kumar
Chakrabarti states, “Sabda-pramdna contests the
notion that knowledge must invariably be
reducible to sensory experience or logical
deduction; it acknowledges a realm where
credible testimony, when duly validated,
constitutes a legitimate form of cognition”
(Chakrabarti 45). This paradigm highlights the
unique nature of Indian epistemology, in which
knowledge is perceived as inherently connected
to ethical, social, and textual frameworks. The
epistemic authority of sabda-pramana is closely
linked to the social and intellectual validity of its
origins. In the traditional Nyaya and Mimamsa
traditions, the validity of verbal testimony is
substantiated ~ through  stringent  criteria,
encompassing the speaker’s ability (apta), the
coherence of the content, and its alignment with
direct experience or rational principles. B. K.
Motilal observes that “The Indian philosophical
tradition is keenly cognizant of the potential
dangers of testimony; it formulates systematic
criteria to guarantee that verbal knowledge is not
uncritically accepted but rigorously validated”
(Motilal 62). This advanced treatment illustrates
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that sabda-pramana is not only an appeal to
authority; instead, it embodies a meticulously
structured epistemic framework that reconciles
respect for knowledge with logical examination.
The Indian emphasis on epistemic dependability
mirrors contemporary discussions in
epistemology concerning witness, evidentiary
justification, and the social aspects of knowledge
acquisition, underscoring the lasting significance

of classical frameworks.

Textual authority in traditional India exemplifies
a distinctive interaction among epistemology,
ethics, and praxis. Knowledge obtained from
authoritative sources is not simply abstract; it is
normative and prescriptive, directing actions,
rituals, and ethical behaviour. Richard King
asserts that “The Vedas and associated texts serve
as ethical and cognitive tools, providing a
framework for both living and understanding;
their authority is affirmed not only by tradition
but also by their ability to foster moral and
cognitive proficiency” (King 78). In this context,
sSabda-pramana illustrates a cohesive approach to

cognition, in which comprehension and
behaviour are interdependent. Indian
epistemology  opposes the contemporary

inclination to segregate academic knowledge
from ethical and practical considerations,
presenting a comprehensive framework where the
validation of knowledge is intertwined with the
development of discernment and accountability.
The issue of literary authority necessitates a
rigorous examination of the limits and extent of
human  understanding.  Classical  Indian
philosophers acknowledged that specific truths—

especially about dharma, metaphysics, and
ultimate  reality  (purusartha)—might  be
unattainable through direct perception or

deduction, necessitating credible testimony for
affirmation. K. N. Jayatilleke observes that “In
the Indian tradition, Sabda-pramana grants access
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to realms of knowledge that are otherwise
epistemically obscured; it broadens the scope of
cognition while adhering to rational and ethical
standards” (Jayatilleke 51). This epistemological
insight foreshadows modern philosophical
debates the constraints of empirical
verification, expert testimony, and the socially

over

constructed essence of knowing. The Indian
framework is positioned as an advanced paradigm
for comprehending how knowledge might be
validated in situations where direct evidence is
lacking or inadequate.
Moreover, reevaluating sabda-pramana within a
contemporary framework facilitates a critical
examination of the interplay between authority,

textuality, and the transmission of knowledge.

Current academic  discourse Indian
epistemology contests Eurocentric conceptions of
reason and evidence by emphasizing different,
yet methodically organized, validation methods.
Arindam Chakrabarti asserts, “Sabda-pramana is
not a mere reliance on unexamined tradition; it
embodies a  systematic  epistemological

framework, wherein textual authority is

on

intricately linked with rational evaluation and
ethical consideration” (Chakrabarti 52). This
perspective encourages scholars to reevaluate the
presuppositions regarding the universality of
Western epistemic standards and to acknowledge
the variety intrinsic to global knowledge systems.
The examination of sabda-pramana and literary
authority in traditional India is historically rooted
and philosophically stimulating. It elucidates the
relationship among cognition, ethics, and
textuality, illustrating how knowledge validation
can be understood as rational, socially rooted, and
morally directed. Indian philosophers offer
lasting insights into the essence of knowledge, its
boundaries, and its significance in human
existence by placing witness and textual authority
inside a systematic epistemic framework. This
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paper intends to critically examine these aspects,
emphasizing the methodological rigor and
philosophical sophistication of sabda-pramana,
while reconsidering its significance for modern
epistemological discussions.

Philosophical Foundations of Sabda-
Pramana:

The intellectual underpinnings of sabda-pramana
in traditional Indian epistemology are based on a
complex interaction of ontology, epistemology,
and ethics, establishing verbal testimony as a
valid and systematic method of knowledge
acquisition. Unlike the contemporary Western
focus on empirical verification or logical
deduction as the sole means of acquiring
knowledge, Indian philosophers acknowledged
Sabda, or authoritative word, as a unique
pramana that can provide valid cognition
(prama), especially in areas beyond the reach of
direct perception (pratyaksa) or inference
(anumana). Kisor Kumar Chakrabarti states,
“Sabda-pramana is a comprehensive epistemic
tool, meticulously theorized to guarantee that
verbal testimony, when properly validated,
produces knowledge that is as legitimate as that

acquired through perception or inference”
(Chakrabarti 61). This fundamental
acknowledgment  supports the epistemic

significance of the Vedas and other authoritative
works in Indian intellectual traditions, indicating
a meticulous adjustment of authority, validation,
and moral responsibility.
The philosophical legitimacy of sabda-pramana
hinges on the concept of the apta, the reliable or
authoritative speaker whose testimony imparts
validity. The notion of apta is thoroughly
examined in Nyaya, Mimamsa, and Vedanta
epistemologies, where knowledge obtained from
verbal is not arbitrarily
authoritative but dependent on the speaker’s

communication
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epistemic credibility, moral integrity, and
cognitive competency. B. K. Motilal notes, “The
acknowledgment of dapta is a nuanced approach:
it guarantees that knowledge obtained from
verbal testimony is neither blind nor arbitrary, but
rooted in the epistemic and ethical qualifications
of the speaker.” (Motilal 84) This connection
between moral virtue and epistemic dependability
distinct Indian perspective,
associating the ethical framework of the knower
with the epistemic validity of the knowledge
conveyed. In this context, sabda-pramana
encompasses both cognitive and normative
aspects, emphasizing that knowledge is not solely

factual but also ethically contextualized.

embodies a

The philosophical framework differentiates
between Sruti (revealed writings) and smrti
(traditional or remembered texts), offering
refined criteria for epistemic authority. The
Vedas (sruti) are deemed infallible and self-
validating, whereas subsequent texts (smyrti) gain
legitimacy through historical, social, and rational
validation, illustrating the dynamic and context-
dependent character of literary authority. Richard
King observes that “Indian epistemology
meticulously distinguishes between various types
of texts and their modes of wvalidation; it
acknowledges that textual authority is neither
uniform nor uncritical but is organized according
to rational, ethical, and social principles” (King
91). This distinction demonstrates the
philosophical complexity of sabda-pramana,
integrating both transcendental assertions and
practical epistemic limitations, so facilitating a
nuanced comprehension of knowledge authority.
Epistemologically, sabda-pramana is based on
the Nyaya-Mimamsa concept that verbal
testimony imparts knowledge when it delivers
information that can generate accurate cognition
in a qualified recipient. K. N. Jayatilleke asserts
that “testimony serves as an autonomous source
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of knowledge, as it conveys truths that extend
beyond direct perceptual or inferential access; its
epistemic validity relies on the speaker’s
credibility and the listener’s ability to
understand” (Jayatilleke 68). This dual condition
underscores the relational aspect of sabda,
merging the speaker’s skill with the receiver’s
discernment. This acknowledges that knowledge
is collaboratively created, socially influenced,
and dependent on ethical and cognitive factors,
of social

aligning with modern ideas

epistemology.

The Mimamsa school further elucidates the
normative aspect of sabda-pramana, asserting
that authoritative texts function as guides for
dharmic activity and ethical behaviour. B. K.
Motilal observes that “Mimamsa’s consideration
of sabda as a pramana is inextricably linked to
the ethical and ritual context; the knowledge
imparted by sacred texts is deemed valid as it is
directed towards the actualization of dharma and
the completion of social and spiritual duties”
(Motilal 87). The ethical foundation of
knowledge guarantees that epistemic validation is
not merely formal or abstract but closely linked to
actual life, hence strengthening the cohesive
nature of Indian epistemology, which integrates
theory, practice, and ethical duty. The
philosophical underpinnings of Sabda-pramana
necessitate meticulous consideration of logical
consistency, coherence with other pramanas, and
internal critical examination. Classical Nyaya
philosophers, including Gautama and
Vatsyayana, asserted that verbal testimony must
align with perceptual evidence and valid
inference, hence prohibiting the indiscriminate
acceptance of authority. Chakrabarti elucidates
that “The Indian treatment of sabda exemplifies a
nuanced equilibrium between respect for textual
and verbal authority and the imperative of critical,
rational assessment, embodying an epistemology
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that is neither simplistic nor authoritarian”
(Chakrabarti 66). The amalgamation of critical
thinking and textual authority highlights the
persistent significance of Sabda-pramana as a

paradigm for substantiating knowledge in
ethically and cognitively acceptable manners.
Hermeneutical Strategies and

Textual Interpretation:

In traditional Indian epistemology, the validation
of knowledge via sabda-pramana is inherently
connected to advanced hermeneutical tactics
aimed at ensuring the dependable transmission,
understanding, and application of authoritative
texts. Textual interpretation (vyakhyana) is not a
marginal activity; it is a fundamental element of
the epistemic framework, in which hermeneutics
serves as both a methodological and
philosophical instrument to preserve the integrity
of verbal witness. Kisor Kumar Chakrabarti
notes, “The Indian tradition exhibits a deep
understanding of the interpretive aspect of
knowledge: sabda is substantiated not only by
textual authority but also by stringent
hermeneutical principles that direct
understanding and application” (Chakrabarti 79).
This viewpoint highlights the interconnectedness
of epistemology, ethics, and technique
traditional Indian philosophy. A fundamental

in

hermeneutical approach utilized in the validation
of Sabda-pramana is the idea of context-sensitive
interpretation. Classical exegesis, especially
within the Mimamsa and Vedanta traditions,
underscores the meticulous analysis of syntactic,
semantic, and pragmatic settings to clarify
ambiguities and derive intended meanings. B. K.
Matilal observes that “Indian hermeneutics is
profoundly sensitive to linguistic and contextual
nuances; the interpreter must take into account
not only the literal meaning but also the intent,
social function, and ethical ramifications of the
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text” (Motilal 103). This approach demonstrates
that the authority of verbal testimony is realized
through accurate interpretation, necessitating
both cognitive sharpness and ethical judgment
from the translator.

The method of hierarchical textual reconciliation
is essential for maintaining epistemic
consistency. Indian  philosophers devised
techniques to reconcile apparent inconsistencies
inside and among texts, so maintaining the
integrity of knowledge imparted via sabda.
Richard King asserts that “hermeneutical
sophistication Indian  thought entails
reconciling texts via principles of coherence,
priority, and purpose, illustrating that textual

authority is both systematically organized and

in

critically governed” (King 105). The Mimamsa
school establishes interpretive principles that
emphasize literal meanings, ceremonial context,
and ultimate goal, so preserving the text’s
epistemic value while ensuring it remains
comprehensible and relevant to practical life. A
crucial element of hermeneutical approach is to
the interpretive function of the instructor or guru,
whose ethical and cognitive proficiency
guarantees the accurate conveyance of
knowledge. The notion of apta, highlighted in
Nyaya and Mimamsa epistemology, pertains to
the interpretative process: dependable
interpretation relies on both the text and the
interpreter’s virtue, insight, and training. K. N.
Jayatilleke notes, “The Indian epistemic tradition
emphasizes the hermeneutic authority of the
knowledgeable teacher; accurate
comprehension of textual testimony necessitates
both textual fidelity and the ethical-cognitive
attributes of the interpreter” (Jayatilleke 88). This
combined focus on textual and personal authority
exemplifies a distinctive Indian synthesis of
ethics and epistemology, guaranteeing that

an
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knowledge is both legitimate and responsibly
conveyed.

Classical Indian hermeneutics use inferential and
analogical reasoning (anumana and upamana) to
clarify textual meanings, especially when direct
understanding is hindered by ambiguity or
abstraction. B. K. Motilal asserts that
“interpretation is not a passive decoding of
words; it iS an active cognitive process that
involves logical analysis, analogy, and validation
with perceptual and inferential knowledge to
attain clarity” (Motilal 106). The interaction of
linguistic, logical, and ethical reasoning
guarantees that sabda-pramana functions as a
rigorous and self-corrective epistemic system,
adept at addressing complex or esoteric topics
without  sacrificing  validity.  Moreover,
hermeneutical approaches within the Indian
tradition encompass the idea of arthanumana,
which involves the application of purpose or
function in the understanding of texts. Texts are
understood not merely for their literal meaning
but also for their intended cognitive, ceremonial,
or ethical purposes. Arindam Chakrabarti states,
“Purpose-oriented hermeneutics enables
interpreters to contextualize knowledge within
practical and moral frameworks, thereby
enhancing the ethical aspect of cognition and the
societal significance of verbal testimony”
(Chakrabarti 83). This embodies the cohesive
perspective of Indian epistemology, in which the
validity of knowledge is intrinsically linked to the
overarching objectives of human flourishing,
dharmic conduct, and societal accountability.

Buddhist
Validation:

Critiques and Dialogical

The philosophical framework of classical India is
marked by a dynamic interaction among many
epistemic systems, with the discussion on sabda-
pramana significantly enhanced by Buddhist
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critiques that emphasize stringent standards of
verification and experiential validation. Buddhist
epistemologists, particularly the
Abhidharma, Sautrantika, and later Yogacara
schools, contested the unquestioning acceptance
of textual evidence, promoting knowledge that is
either directly observable (pratyaksa) or
inferentially derived (anumana). K. N. Jayatilleke
asserts that Buddhist philosophy underscores the
necessity for cognition to be anchored in direct
experience or stringent inference; dependence on
verbal testimony devoid of empirical or logical
validation jeopardizes epistemic dependability
(Jayatilleke 74). This does not
completely reject sabda-pramana but emphasizes
the necessity for dialogical and rational
validation, illustrating a fundamental tension in
Indian epistemology between authority and
Buddhist critiques frequently
examine the epistemic validity of writings
asserting infallibility, such as the Vedas, which
constitute the foundation of Nyaya-Mimamsa
arguments for sabda-pramana. The Buddha, as
documented in the Pali Canon, warned against

from

critique

verification.

uncritical obedience to authority: “Do not rely on
what has been learned through hearsay... when
you comprehend for yourselves, then accept it”
(Kalama Sutta, AN 3.65). This instruction
exemplifies a notion of experiential validation
and critical introspection that is fundamental to
subsequent Buddhist epistemology. B. K. Motilal
asserts, ‘“Buddhist contest the
assumption that textual authority is inherently
sufficient; they maintain that for knowledge to be
legitimate, it must endure examination via
perception, inference, and rational discourse”
(Motilal 115). The Buddhist viewpoint
incorporates a dialogical aspect to epistemology,
highlighting discussion, debate, and rational
assessment as crucial methods for substantiating
knowledge claims.

arguments
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The  dialogical approach in  Buddhist
epistemology is rigorously delineated in the

writings of Dignaga and Dharmakirti, who

established stringent logical and linguistic
frameworks to evaluate the reliability of
testimony.  Dignaga’s  pramana  theory

differentiates between reliable cognition (prama)
and misleading or erroneous cognition, asserting
that verbal evidence must satisfy stringent criteria
to be considered knowledge. Arindam
Chakrabarti notes, “Dignaga’s and Dharmakirti’s
critical engagement with $abda-pramana
illustrates an epistemic pluralism in India:
authority is never absolute but is consistently
mediated through reasoning, dialogue, and
corroboration”  (Chakrabarti  97).  Their
approaches encompass a meticulous assessment
of the speaker’s competency, the logical
coherence of the statement, and the alignment of
the testimony with independent evidence, thus
establishing a methodical framework for
reconciling authority with rational analysis. This
dialogical validation is not simply formal but
possesses ethical and cognitive significance. The
Buddhist emphasis on critical analysis and
reflective validation fosters intellectual humility
and vigilance against dogmatism. Richard King
observes that “The dialogical method in Indian
epistemology, as demonstrated in Buddhist
critiques, merges ethical responsibility with
cognitive precision; individuals are accountable
to both reason and the ethical ramifications of
acquiring or disseminating knowledge” (King
112). This perspective corresponds with the
overarching Indian philosophical dedication to
the interaction of knowledge, ethics, and social
duty, illustrating that epistemic validation is
concurrently cognitive, moral, and pragmatic.

Buddhist critiques prompted methodological
enhancements in the Nyaya and Mimamsa
schools, leading proponents of sabda-pramana to
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define more precise criteria for the validity of
evidence, the function of the competent speaker
(apta), and the boundaries of textual authority.
Kisor Kumar Chakrabarti notes, “The interaction
with  Buddhist scepticism enhanced the
philosophical rigor of Sabda-pramana by
requiring exact criteria for the validation of verbal
knowledge, emphasizing a constructive epistemic
dialogue rather than an antagonistic refutation”
(Chakrabarti 82). This dialogical approach
exemplifies a distinct Indian dedication to
epistemic diversity, wherein several schools of
thought confront and enhance one another
through rational discourse and methodological
advancement.

Knowledge Validation and  Social

Epistemology:

The epistemic authority of Sabda-pramana in
traditional Indian philosophy is intricately
connected to the social contexts of knowledge
production, transmission, and validation. In
contrast to an exclusively individualistic view of
cognition, Indian epistemology contextualizes
knowledge within community, pedagogical, and
ethical contexts, highlighting what contemporary
study as of social
epistemology. Kisor Kumar Chakrabarti asserts,
“In the Indian philosophical tradition, knowledge
is not solely a private cognitive accomplishment;

recognizes a variant

it is inextricably linked to the social and ethical
contexts of its creation and reception”
(Chakrabarti 101). This viewpoint demonstrates
that Sabda-pramana functions as both an
epistemic and social tool, with its validation
reliant on the credibility of the source, the
proficiency of the receiver, and the normative
criteria maintained by the community of
interpreters. The core of the social epistemology
of sabda revolves around the apta, or reliable
knower, whose authority legitimizes verbal
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evidence. Proponents of Classical Nyaya and
Mimamsa contend that information obtained
from verbal communication is authenticated
when the speaker exhibits both intellectual
proficiency and moral integrity. B. K. Matilal
asserts, “The epistemic validity of verbal
testimony in Indian philosophy relies on a
community-sanctioned of the
speaker’s trustworthiness, ethical integrity, and
proficiency; knowledge is consequently socially
contextualized and ethically founded” (Motilal
123). This signifies that knowledge validation is
not solely an issue of abstract logical consistency
or alignment with reality; it is a socially mediated
process, grounded in common standards of trust
and accountability.

evaluation

The social aspect of sabda-pramana
encompasses the wider institutional and
educational frameworks that facilitate the

transmission of knowledge. Education in classical
India, whether via the gurukula system or
monastic and scholastic environments, depended
on direct engagement between teacher and
student, highlighting discourse, inquiry, and
iterative validation. Richard King asserts,
“Textual authority is enacted within networks of
social practice: the dependability of knowledge is
perpetually validated and examined through
interaction, discourse, and the mentoring
relationship” (King 118). This dialogical
pedagogy guarantees that sabda is not merely
received but actively questioned, interpreted, and
integrated, emphasizing the relational essence of
knowledge in Indian epistemology. Moreover,
the Indian framework acknowledges that
communal norms and cultural values influence
the epistemic validity of knowledge assertions.
The social and ethical makeup of both the speaker
and the listener influences the reception,
integration, and transmission of testimony.
Arindam Chakrabarti asserts, “The validation of
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knowledge is inextricably linked to the moral and
social context: a statement may be deemed
authoritative in one epistemic community while
being dismissed in another, illustrating a nuanced
comprehension of knowledge as socially
embedded” (Chakrabarti 104). This foreshadows
modern social epistemology, which highlights the
collective, relational, and normative aspects of
belief formation and justification, demonstrating
the lasting significance of classical Indian
perspectives.

Buddhist critiques further strengthen the social
epistemic aspect of sabda-pramana. Buddhist
epistemologists emphasized the need of
dialogical wvalidation, critical reasoning, and
experiential verification in the communal and
intersubjective  assessment of  knowledge
creation. K. N. Jayatilleke asserts, “Buddhist
epistemology that knowledge
maintained through dialogue, debate,

communal examination; testimony alone is
inadequate unless corroborated by rational
discourse and empirical validation” (Jayatilleke
91). Such methods
responsible epistemology, wherein the legitimacy
of verbal evidence is contingent upon its
incorporation into collective standards of
reasoning and  validation. The  social
epistemology of Sabda-pramana encompasses its
ethical role in directing communal existence.
Knowledge obtained from authoritative texts is
both cognitively valid and
influential, guiding dharmic behaviour, social
responsibilities, and ethical choices. B. K. Motilal
observes, “In Indian philosophy, epistemic and
ethical validation are mutually reinforcing;
reliable knowledge informs ethical action, and
ethical behaviour subsequently validates the
knower and their testimony” (Motilal 126). This
amalgamation of cognition, ethics, and social
behaviour shows the distinctive holistic nature of

lustrates is

and

exemplify a socially

normatively
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Indian epistemology, setting it apart from
frameworks that regard knowledge as merely
descriptive or individualistic.

Modernly, the social epistemology inherent in
sabda-pramana provides significant insights into
the relational, ethical, and communal aspects of
knowledge. Indian epistemology highlights the
interaction of competence, trust, dialogue, and
moral responsibility, prefiguring contemporary
discussions in the philosophy of science, social
epistemology, and knowledge management,
where the validity of testimony, expert authority,
and collective verification are paramount issues.
Chakrabarti  asserts, “The wvalidation of
knowledge in traditional India was neither
simplistic nor authoritarian; it was a socially
mediated, ethically grounded, and critically
reflective process, providing lasting insights for
modern epistemic practice” (Chakrabarti 107).
Consequently, $abda-pramana
socially integrated, ethically responsible, and
dialogically affirmed framework of knowledge,
indicating that epistemic legitimacy is not solely
an individual cognitive process but rather a result

illustrates a

of organized social, ethical, and community
interaction.

Conclusion:
Sabda-pramdna  serves as a  complex
epistemological tool for comprehending

knowledge validation in traditional India. It
transcends a simple reliance on textual authority
by integrating criteria of trustworthiness, ethical
accountability, interpretive rigor, and communal
standards. Indian epistemologists  created
methodologies to critically analyse authoritative
testimony, synthesizing it with observation and
inference to establish a comprehensive
framework for cognitive and ethical validation.
By modern
researchers

re-assessing  sabda-pramana,

acquire insights into alternate
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frameworks of epistemic authority,
intersubjective validation, and the ethical aspects
of knowledge. The research highlights that
traditional Indian epistemology provides lasting
insights for historical comprehension and
contemporary philosophical dialogue, especially
within a global framework marked by disputed
authority, information abundance, and the ethical

dilemmas of knowledge distribution.
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