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This research is focused on the interpretation of one of the skr. terms more connoting the Indian culture: the 

term śakti. As it is well known, it denotes “the feminine, personified might of the gods” (Kinsley, Hindu 

Goddess, 1986, p.17), the power “in act” of a divinity or “the agency by means of which the gods execute 

their actions” (Das, Śakti or Divine Power, 1934, p.11). As to the earliest Indian texts, the question is: is such 

a meaning already appropriate in the Vedic corpora? Is it possible that in the Vedic texts the term śakti 

implies a different interpretation?  Finally, how can we interpret such a term in a multi-faceted cultural stage 

as the Vedic one?   

It is worth noticing that also the Hindu tradition admits a different meaning for the term śakti: for instance, in 

MDhŚ 8. 315 the expression śaktiṃ cobhayatas tīkṣnām is inserted in a list of arms, and in this case śakti 

denotes an arm “well sharp on both the sides”, probably a spear or pike; such a meaning is attested also in 

the Paninian grammar, where in Pān 4. 4. 59 śaktí-yaṣṭy-ór īkáK suggests that śāktīká- means “wielder of 

spears” or “whose weapon is a spear”. 

As to the etymological studies, the term śakti is interpreted as a feminine noun derived from the IE root 

*k’e(n)k(u) (with nasal infix) “to be powerful” + *-ti-, attested especially in the Indo-Aryan languages, but also 

in the Old Irish (cécht). However, among the OIA languages, in the Old Indian one (the Vedic one) two forms 

of the term śakti are attested: śákti- and śaktí-, respectively derived from IE *k’ék(u)ti- and *k’ṇk(u)ti-. It is not 

so clear if they must be considered two different forms of the same root, belonging to the same semantic 

sphere “to be powerful, power, etc.”, or if they can be two homophone terms derived from two homophone 

roots, referred to two different semantic spheres: the first one is related with the meaning “to be powerful, 

power, etc.”, and the second one is related with the meaning “to be sharp, spear, etc.”. In this last sense, 

also the Skr. terms śákala- “splinter”, śankú- “wood pin, hook”, śákuna- “bird (beak?)” belong to the same 

semantic field (such a semantic ambiguity is evident in RV 10. 134. 6). However, in my opinion, the point is 

not interesting only from the historical linguistic perspective ‒ the question of one/double roots with nasal 

infix or not is opened -, but also from a wider cultural perspective: which is the relationship between abstract 



and concrete values, how a culture can “image” or “think” other than what is present and concrete in the 

objective reality.  

In effect, coming back to the common Hindu interpretation, the term śakti conveys in itself a double value: on 

the one hand it is an abstract term, referred to an abstract realm ‒ “power-potentiality” ‒ or to an extra-

human realm ‒ “divine energy” -, not corresponding with a concrete object of the human realm. However, on 

the other hand, every “effect”-“fruit” of actions is due to it, that is to say that every element of existence 

(human or extra-human) is realized through such a “power”: śakti implies the explicit and the concrete 

realization of existence, and represents such a realization in act. Therefore, this term can be located in that 

threshold between abstract and concrete sphere, or ‒ in linguistic terms - between abstract meaning and 

concrete referred object. In my opinion, it represents the core of the notion of “culture”: the capacity of 

producing something more than what is in nature, the capacity of giving existence to Otherness, either in a 

technical sense ‒ the ability to shape or to produce hand-manufactured objects ‒ or in a philosophical sense 

‒ the capacity of “imaging” or “thinking” the existence of “Other” beyond the objective reality. In particular, 

such a capacity passes through the language: words are able to say what is present and absent at the same 

time. Therefore, śakti represents in itself such an extraordinary “power”: to make present and existent what is 

absent and not existent in the objective reality.  

At the light of these considerations, a study on the term śákti- in the Vedic texts can be a starting point to 

verify the multiplicity of the expressive possibilities of the word, especially taking into account that the 

Rigvedic word is metaphorically and imaginatively connoted.  

 


