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Circumvent the Intentional Fallacy? 
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 If any field of speculative discourse has been radically destabilized in the 
post-colonial, post-modern academic world, it is discourse on and about 
religion, particularly as it concerns scriptural revelation. After the Death of 
God, has scripture lost its self-evident position of authority? Has the epistemic 
capacity of a sacred text to convey privileged information been fundamentally 
compromised? Given that modern Western consciousness at large presupposes 
a radically materialistic ontology, is it even sensible to speak of scripture, or 
language of any sort, as an epistemically valid means of acquiring knowledge 
about the external world? 

Understandably, these questions have become increasingly urgent to a 
number of comparative theologians, who have adopted a comparative 
philosophical perspective as a means of resolving the tenuous status of scripture 
in the modern West.1 By mapping out similar tensions in other religious 
traditions, Christian theology will be better equipped for a “fresh re-
envisioning” of its model of authoritative discourse. It is with this end in mind 
that Clooney addresses the theory of language expounded by the Mimamsa 
school of Indian philosophy2 and its role in upholding the veridicality of the 
Vedas as privileged textual artifacts. 
 As Clooney rightly observes, however, the “death of God” is not merely a 
post-modern affectation limited strictly to the domain of theology. In fact, 
much of twentieth century literary criticism has wrestled with a similar 
conceptual problem, even to the point of radically questioning the role of the 
author as a unitary, authoritative agent of discursive enunciation. Authorial 
intent as an object of literary analysis first became an object of serious critique 
when Wimsatt and Beardsley, spokesmen for the New School of literary 
criticism, raised an objection that may seem obvious to us today: the internal 
mental states of an author are simply not accessible to his audience. More 
broadly, we have no reliable epistemological criteria for verifying knowledge 
about objects external to the text on the basis of intra-textual evidence alone. 
On this ground, New School literary criticism posits the text itself—a unified, 
self-contained discursive product—as the only valid object of critical analysis. 
The contrary position, that the author’s intensions are somehow contained 
within the text itself, Wimsatt and Beardsley famously designated the 
intentional fallacy. 
 As Clooney would have it, however, the intentional fallacy is not a novel 
discovery of twentieth century literary criticism; rather, an analogous school of 
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thought emerged nearly two millennia ago with Jaimini’s Mimamsa Sutras. 
According to Mimamsa exegetical theory, the Vedas are a unique textual 
artifact in that they have no author, human or divine. As a result, Clooney 
maintains that the Mimamsakas have developed a model of scripture that is 
immune to the “death of the author” because: 1) the Vedas provide pragmatic 
guidelines for correct ritual performance rather than propositional knowledge 
about the world—as a result, we need not expect that a transcendental agent 
intends to communicate veridical information about the world as such. Schlomo 
Biderman makes the analogous claim that the traditionally oral and 
performative character of the Vedic “texts” obviates the need for exegesis in 
the Judeo-Christian sense: “The dependence of meaning on performance makes 
it impossible for the meaning of the Veda to be understood from its words 
alone.”3 And, more centrally to our present concerns, 2) given that the Vedas 
have no author in the first place, the problem of reconstructing an intention 
prior to the text simply becomes irrelevant. 
 Prospects for comparative theology notwithstanding, I will contend that 
despite surface level similarities (e.g., the “death of the author”), Mimamsa 
philosophy of language is far from consonant with post-structuralist literary 
criticism (or its rearticulation in “Death of God” theology), nor does it 
circumvent the intentional fallacy. I suggest instead that the intentional fallacy 
need not apply only to the subjective mental states of a communicative agent 
but necessarily concerns any exegetical enterprise that situates some a priori 
“meaning” or “purpose” within the structure of a text itself (broadly construed 
to include fixed oral canon such as the Vedas). To this end, I will explore how 
Mimamsa philosophy of language situates the Vedas as a privileged domain for 
veridical knowledge: the Vedic ritual system is made coherent by presupposing 
some unifying intent (“tatparya”). This self-consistency of Vedic ritual, as a 
strategy of the Mimamsa exegetical enterprise, is not simply a conservative 
theological gesture but orients a complex epistemology around Vedic language 
itself—the Vedas are not simply a catalogue of rituals but a veridical source of 
knowledge about reality as such. 
 An understandable temptation exists among responsible, postmodern 
historians to question whether a problem that emerged in the context of 
Western intellectual history—that of authorial intent—can be coherently 
adapted to other cultural and historical contexts. What may seem an insoluble 
dilemma by our cultural standards may never have emerged in a radically 
different intellectual milieu; after all, much of Indian thought builds on 
markedly different premises concerning the nature and function of language. 
The centrality of the author figure in the modern West is inextricably tied to the 
Enlightenment vision of the autonomous, individual agent as the mediator of all 
authoritative knowledge.4 We need not assume, for instance, that the Sanskrit 
phrase vaktur icchaa—the intent, or desire of the speaker—has the same 
denotative force as its most fluent English translation.   
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Nevertheless, intellectuals in ancient India clearly were concerned with the 
problem of the intentionality of language, and the solutions they arrived at were 
by no means independent of their theological affiliation. Theistic Nayaiyikas, 
for instance, were only too eager to posit the Vedas as the intentional speech of 
Ishvara himself.  Atheistic classical Mimamsa, on the other hand, clearly holds 
a vested interest in separating the meaning, or signifying power, of language 
from its precise point of enunciation (in the author’s internal cognitive world). 
As a result, it is not surprising that Vedic language (and language in general) 
for Mimamsikas is fundamentally pragmatic in its orientation. Mimamsa 
scholars inevitably construe the heart and soul of Vedic language to be vidhi, 
the concrete ritual injunction, or codana, the epistemic “injunctive force” at 
play in imperative verb tenses. Even so, it should be intuitive that for 
Mimamsa, the investigation into dharma5 (as opposed to its enactment in Vedic 
ritual) is impossible if Vedic language is not treated as a reliable medium of 
signification. While the Vedas may not function to reveal propositional 
knowledge about the world as such, Vedic sentences absolutely must be 
construed as inherently meaningful. 
 If nothing else, the fact that Mimamsa theorists felt the need to elaborate a 
complete philosophy of language should raise doubts about the “pragmatist” 
thesis that for Mimamsakas, the Vedas do not communicate anything. Quite to 
the contrary, Mimamsakas as a whole persistently concern themselves with the 
intersection of language and meaning. It is true that speculative philosophical 
topics take up considerably less space in Jaimini’s sutras and subsequent 
commentaries than the mechanics of ritual practice. Yet, Mimamsa has 
consistently viewed philosophy of language as a necessarily prolegomenon to 
scriptural exegesis; to be sure we are performing the rituals correctly, we must 
first understand the linguistic signification of the original Vedic texts. This, in 
turn, requires an intimate understanding of how language functions. How is it 
that we are able to extract coherent, unified meanings from the assembly of 
isolated linguistic units we call words and syllables? Once we arrive at the 
semantic content of a sentence, how do we determine its relevance as a 
veridical guide for interacting with the world around us?   
 As Larry McCrea has successfully documented, Mimamsikas such as 
Kumarila Bhatta have answered precisely these questions with a hierarchically 
layered theory of how language produces meaning.6 The foundational level, 
intuitively enough, is the question of the isolated word. Taken separately, a 
single word conveys no useful information, but simply brings to mind the 
vague impression of a category of objects. That is to say, a word without 
context cannot refer to a particular object in the world but is rather linked to a 
jati, or general class of objects: when we hear the word gauh (cow), a mental 
image arises of some unspecified object bearing the class property go-tva (cow-
ness). A sentence, on the other hand, refers directly to a particular situation out 
there in the world that can be perceived or acted upon. For example, when we 
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hear mention of “the white cow,” we understand that a particular object under 
discussion bears the properties white-ness and cow-ness, and if we are 
instructed “bring the cow,” we realize that a particular act of bringing a 
particular cow is being enjoined. 
 In essence, the referent of any given word in a text is fixed prior to any 
discursive enunciation. As per Wittgenstein, Indian philosophers of language 
agree that there is no such thing as a private language—either some signifying 
power (shakti) must inhere in the word itself, as Mimamsikas maintain, or a 
convention must have been established at some prior point in history. Meaning, 
on the other hand, is a cognitive phenomenon and thus exists on an epistemic 
level rather than as an object out-there-in-the-world. It is unique to each 
particular instantiation (vacanavyakti) and thus cannot possibly exist prior to 
that sentential whole. Right from the level of the sentence, we can see that 
Mimamsa theory of language gravitates toward privileging the process of 
interpretation as essential even for comprehension of everyday speech. 

What is most crucial, however, is to emphasize that Mimamsa situates 
language’s signifying capacity not at the level of enunciation (i.e., the 
intentional communication of a self-willed agent) but at its reception, in the 
very process of cognition. When we encounter a coherent, well-formed 
sentence, we quite readily receive a certain specific meaning from the sequence 
of words involved, regardless of who the speaker is or whether or not we can 
even identify a speaker. It is perhaps on this grounds that Mimasikas include 
language (sabda) as one of the six means of obtaining veridical knowledge 
about the world (pramanas)—language conveys meaning to us in a way that 
seems self-evidently meaningful, at least until we encounter some other 
cognition that may refute that knowledge. This is no more than Kumarila’s 
infamous (and infamously misunderstood) principle of svatah pramanya—the 
intrinsic veridicality of cognitions. By saying that cognitions (sabda being only 
one valid source of knowledge) are intrinsically veridical, Kumarila does not 
mean to suggest that all sentences are in fact true until proven false, but rather 
that we cannot have recourse to any reliable warrant outside of the cognitive 
process to validate our knowledge of the world.7 Language is inextricably tied 
up with the very process of thought itself. 

Similarly, everyday experience also demonstrates that we are perfectly 
capable of determining when a sentence lacks some crucial piece of 
information—i.e., when it does not intrinsically produce some coherent 
cognition. That is to say, when some grammatical component of a sentence is 
missing, such as in the command “Bring!”, we intuitively perceive a deficiency 
in the sentence—in Mimamsika terms, akansa, usually translated as “syntactic 
expectancy.” As a result, Mimamsikas take sentential unity (ekavakyata) as a 
fundamental interpretive principle—each sentence should convey a single, 
coherent meaning, whether literal or metaphorical.  An utterance thought to 
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convey multiple overlapping meanings, on the other hand, would be guilty of 
the flaw of vakyabheda—the splitting of the sentence.   

To recapitulate, it seems that for Mimamsa—eerily reminiscent of 
Chomskian linguistics—humans are hard-wired to make sense of language 
according to certain structures and, as a result, linguistic utterances appear self-
evidently meaningful to us, regardless of the speaker. Thus far, the Mimamsa 
model of language comprehension seems tantalizingly consonant with even the 
most radical of deconstructionist programs. Meaning seems to depend entirely 
upon the receptive audience, and cannot possibly precede the cognitive, or even 
the interpretive process. What is radically incongruous with post-structuralist 
theory, however, is the claim that just as sentences are construed as self-
evidently unitary and meaningful, so a text that we receive as a unitary whole 
must necessary be informed by some unifying purpose. This construct is 
referred to variously as the prayojana (“purpose,” a term common to much of 
sastric discourse in fact), tatparya (usually translated as “intent”), or even the 
more contentions vivaksa, quite literally “the desire to express,” with all the 
intentional baggage the phrase conveys in English. 
 Although the issue of tatparya or vivaksa in Mimamsa has not received 
nearly the attention it deserves in scholarly literature, a recent essay by V. K. 
Chari, The Logic of Interpretation,8 makes a groundbreaking attempt to situate 
Mimamsa theory of language in dialogue with contemporary Western literary 
criticism. Understandably, Chari’s effort to excavate the significance of 
intentionality in Mimamsa literature is as of yet unparalleled. Like Clooney, 
Chari notes an affinity between Mimamsa theory of language and the New 
School practice of treating a literary work as an independent and self-contained 
work of art apart from any consideration of authorial intent. In fact, he is quite 
explicit in his positive valorization of both schools of thought: without 
presupposing some basic a priori coherence or stability, we cannot even begin 
to make sense of a literary text. This is not to say that we should approach a 
text uncritically. The meaning of any given sentence will vary radically by 
context, but given the self-evident context of a textual product, we have all the 
information we could possibly need to construe the “intent” of a passage from 
within the language of that text itself. No outside information regarding the 
author is required—in fact, it could only corroborate our preliminary intuition 
about the text’s essential message. A work of literature, for Chari, is 
intrinsically veridical. 

Chari holds Mimamsika hermeneutics in such high regard as to posit the 
tatparya model of intentionality as a potential corrective to the interpretive 
excesses of contemporary trends in literary criticism. Both structuralist-
semiotic and poststructuralist models of interpretation, he argues, exhibit an 
“anticlosural tendency,” such that the intent of a text is endlessly deferred to the 
point of ultimate indeterminacy.9 Such is the case in Umberto Eco’s theory of 
semiotics, for instance; the meaning of signs depends on an infinite process of 
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structuration on the part of the reader of a text. Chari does not, however, take 
note of Eco’s notion of the intentio operis, or the “intention of the text,” quite 
possibly the closest equivalent in the Western academy to tatparya as 
envisioned by classical Mimamsa. In fact, Eco’s intentio operis provides an 
excellent example of just how consonant Mimamsa philosophy of language is 
with the Sausseurean tradition of structural linguistics and semiotics. 

Not only is Eco’s intentio operis virtually antithetical to the American 
deconstructionist movement Chari is so keen to denounce, but Eco deliberately 
aims to counter the problem of overzealous interpretation and the hermetic 
quest for infinite meanings, which, as he notes, has historically been endemic to 
much of scriptural exegesis.10 According to Eco, a text allows for only a fixed 
set of justifiable interpretation, grounded at the lowest level by an underlying 
structure of signification, a structure that is built into the discourse itself 
regardless of what its author had intended to express.11 Like Mimamsa’s 
epistemic turn, the intentio operis is a reception-based interpretive model: it is a 
“semiotic strategy” presupposing—and in fact actively constructing—a model 
readership through the interpretive process. More importantly, like Mimamsa’s 
concept of tatparya, it is a hierarchically structured meaning built into the 
language of the text itself, functionally independent of context or cause. 

 
 Although pragmatically speaking, we clearly do need to assume some 
coherence before the hermeneutic process can even begin, the Mimamsa model 
of tatparya runs the risk of slippage when mapping its epistemic model of 
sentence comprehension uncritically onto the process of interpreting larger 
discursive structures. Can a philosophical treatise be intrinsically veridical, or 
produce a self-evident cognition, as can a sentence? Chari, for his part, defends 
Mimamsa exegetical theory on the grounds that Kumarila and his fellows 
acknowledge our undeniable tendency to unify discourse in the process of 
amassing knowledge about the world. Nevertheless, Chari must rely on two 
crucial presuppositions to argue that Mimamsa meets these standards.  In the 
first place, he assumes a model of discourse and textuality drawn from our 
experience with the discrete modern literary work, such as the novel or short 
story. A novel, as we typically construe it, must have been written at some 
distinct historical point in time by a given author. Although we need not access 
the internal mental states of that author directly to intuit the unity of a text 
through linguistic cognition, that intuitive process is dependent on our 
expectations for the textual genre.   

More importantly, we associate a very different kind of intentional unity 
with modern literary texts than Mimamsa attributed to the Vedas. Through their 
seemingly single-minded insistence that the Vedas are apauruseya—that is, 
they transcend the realm of human discourse—Mimamsikas are not simply 
playing a power game to reify the foundational precepts of an elite ritual 
tradition. Equally central is the point that the Vedas appear to us (at least, to 
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interpretive agents on the subcontinent in the first millennium) as a radically 
distinct textual genre. There is something genuinely striking about the fact that 
no author was attributed to the Vedas, and that its language has been 
reproduced inerrantly through countless generations of oral transmission. 
Mimamsa is as much an attempt to make linguistic sense of what they 
understood to be a totally unique textual product as it is to legitimate the 
authority of the Vedas as sacred discourse. 

Granted, Vedic language was never understood by Mimamsikas to be 
different in kind from everyday speech. If it were, the exegetical enterprise 
would fail before it began: the meaning of any Vedic utterance would be for all 
practical purposes indeterminate. Sabara is quite insistent on this point right 
from his commentary on the very first Mimamsa Sutra: if possible, Vedic 
words must always be construed according to their natural, literal meaning. An 
exegete should resort to metaphorical interpretation only under duress, i.e., 
when contradictions in the apparent sense of the text are otherwise insoluble. 
Recall, however, that while words possess inherent signifying power for 
Mimamsikas, meaning is not an automatic causally-conditioned product of an 
aggregate of words. As for most moderns, sentence meaning for Mimamsa is 
inseparable from context. Therefore, the Vedas being a fundamentally unique 
sort of context, it is essential that Mimamsa develop new working categories 
for the types of Vedic language and the divergent ways in which they produce 
meaning. 
 As all students of Mimamsa learn early on, there are five distinct types of 
Vedic sentences: vidhi (injunction), pratisedha (prohibition, a negative form of 
vidhi), namadheya (the names of sacrifices), mantra (chants) and arthavada 
(contextual or praise sentences). As we have seen, vidhi is unequivocally the 
primary mode of functionality of Vedic language. It is the injunctive force 
(codana) localized in particular vidhi sentences that give the Vedas their unique 
discursive quality: their authority to prescribe efficacious ritual action. It is the 
last of these five categories, arthavada, however, that provides the most 
interesting case in point, especially as serves to substantiate and contextualize 
injunctive sentences. Arthavada passages are often narrative in character, 
relating incidents in which the various gods performed sacrifices and reaped the 
expected outcome of their labors.   

Nevertheless, Mimamsa, as a thoroughgoing atheistic school of thought, 
vehemently denies the existence of Indra, Agni, and their cohort.  These 
sentences exist not to denote the existence of some entity, but rather to praise, 
or give coherence to ritual actions. Through these narrative sequences, we gain 
a clearer understanding of how and why Vedic sacrifices ought to be 
performed. From outside the tradition, there is little justification in the literal 
meaning of Vedic language for exclusively foregrounding ritual prescription 
and relegating all other textual features to supporting context. In fact, it took 
European scholars centuries to discover that the Rg Veda originally served as a 
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compendium of hymns designed to accompany the performance of sacrifices. 
This is not to say, of course, that sacrifice does not figure prominently in the 
entire Vedic corpus; ritual was undoubtedly a central concern of any and all 
Vedic poets and redactors. It is the exclusivist, unifying strategy, however, that 
denies Vedic language signifying power outside of Mimama’s fivefold 
discursive model. Through this paradigm, Mimamsa scholars explicitly 
foreground hermeneutic theory over philology, so to speak; it is an exegetical 
strategy that presumes a semantic unity prior to analysis. 

The Vedas in their entirety may be apauruseya and thus absolutely inerrant, 
but as the case of arthavada shows, not all sentences need signify the literal 
truth about conditions out there in the world to be “veridical.” The truth value 
of the Vedas is not the propositional knowledge they appear to convey, but the 
pragmatic coherence they produce by orienting a practitioner of Vedic sacrifice 
towards efficacious practice within a broader epistemic framework. In essence 
Mimamsa intends to found a pragmatic, realist epistemology on a fixed textual 
canon;12 this enterprise is simply not viable if the source of epistemic coherence 
(Vedic language) is not presumed to be internally consistent. As we have seen, 
Mimamsa philosophy of language relies at the foundational level on an 
ontological—almost mechanistic or substantive at times—essentialism of 
language itself. Without this maneuver, Vedic sabda cannot be construed as a 
pramana. At a more synthetic level, however, Sabara and Kumarila are only 
too eager to authorize not only metaphorical glosses but much more elaborate 
exegetical strategies to preserve the unity of Vedic intentionality—not what a 
transcendent agentive God intended to communicate, but what Vedic language 
means, or objectively signifies—the veridical information it ontologically 
encodes about the nature of reality and efficacious action in that reality. 

Of course, from a historical-critical perspective, Mimamsa exegesis is by no 
means faithful to the cultural context of Vedic literature, as for instance Biblical 
source criticism relies heavily on isolating textual strata in time and place and 
locating the formative influence of multiple redactors on canon.  In this sense, 
Mimamsa is not at all concerned with recovering an intentionality that 
originated at a concrete point in history. In fact, as Sheldon Pollock has argued, 
the concept of history itself, first articulated in the nineteenth century Western 
world, is fundamentally alien to the Mimamsa project.13 Mimamsa scholarship 
is utterly irresponsible by any post-structuralist standards of cultural sensitivity, 
and could well be impeached as an epistemically violent enterprise, in that it 
effectively erases the worldview of the Vedic and Brahminical literature by 
reinscribing on it the presuppositions of classical sastric discourse. Mimamsa is 
not a hermeneutical enterprise, as scholars such as Othmar Gätcher14 would 
have it; the ideal of verstehen, the hermeneutic circle and the fusing of horizons 
are contrary to its primary objective. No responsible historian could claim that 
Kumarila understood the Vedas any better than Friedrich Max Muller, who 
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valorized the poetic essence of the Rg Veda while infamously denouncing its 
mythological excursions as a “disease of language.”   

To say that Kumarila’s ahistorical methodology is problematic within the 
context of Mimamsa would be simply anachronistic. I do not intend to situate 
the Mimamsa rules of discourse on an evolutionary plane prior to contemporary 
historical methodology; such teleological reasoning has no place either in 
intellectual history or comparative philosophy. However, I do hope the case of 
Mimamsa’s exegetical strategy will give pause to practitioners of constructive 
scholarship such as comparative philosophy or comparative theology. When 
paradigms from other cultural and temporal contexts are imported to solve 
contemporary philosophical or theological problems, it is important to note that 
propositions adduced in an argument may conceal a number of foundational 
presuppositions and may not be sensible when divorced from them. Such is the 
case with Mimamsa philosophy of language. The idea that the Vedas are 
authorless does not, as it first appears, eliminate considerations of a priori 
intentionality but allows a very different and equally contentious form of unity 
to emerge from the Vedas—an epistemic rather than an enunciative unity. At 
the level of reception or cognition, Vedic language as a whole provides 
epistemically valid access to an ontologically realist external world, and as such 
must be internally coherent. Because it posits this fundamental discursive unity, 
the Mimamsa model of the “authorless scripture,” whatever its virtues in the 
context of the original argument, fails to circumvent the intentional fallacy.   
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