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CHAPTER 2.2

An Early Post-Vedic Treatise on the Etymological

Explanation of Words
Yaska, Etymology

Johannes Bronkhorst

Nothing much is known about Yaska beyond the fact that he composed the
main Indian treatise on etymology, called Nirukta (which means Etymology).
Chronologically he probably belongs to the period between Panini (fourth cen-
tury BCE), elements of whose grammar he uses, and Pataiijali (end of second
century BCE).! His etymological method proposes analyses of words for which
there is no regular grammatical derivation. This method was felt to be partic-
ularly useful in interpreting unintelligible words, of which there were many in
the ancient Vedic mantras that had been preserved.

Yaska's etymological method draws inspiration from a feature that is fre-
quent in the Vedic Brahmanas. Among other things, these texts bring to light
hidden connections between entities on the basis of phonetic similarities
between the words that denote them. Superficially, Yaska’s Nirukta uses a sim-
ilar procedure, but there are fundamental differences. The Nirukta does not
bring to light hidden connections between things. It is, unlike the Brahmanas,
a “secular” text, much like Panini’s grammar. It assumes that regularities similar
to those revealed by grammar exist in the case of grammatically opaque words.
Etymology extends the realm of grammar and is therefore, in Yaska’s words, the
“complement of grammar” (Nirukta 1.15).

There is no sign of an awareness of plurilingualism in the Nirukta. Yaska is
aware that different words are used in different circumstances or regions; alter-
natively, the same words may be used differently. This does not prevent him
from deriving nominal words of Old Indo-Aryan from verbal roots of Classical
Sanskrit (and vice-versa). He points out that the root sav as used among the
Kambojas (who inhabited a region in the far northwest of the Indian subcon-
tinent) has a different meaning from that used in Classical Sanskrit. From his
perspective, these are all manifestations of one and the same language, pre-
sumably the only one he would recognize or be interested in.

1 Bronkhorst, A Sabda Reader, 317.
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108 BRONKHORST

How does one know whether a given etymological explanation is correct?
Meaning is the determining factor. In the case of an unintelligible word, ety-
mological analysis must provide a meaning that fits its context. Yaska deals
with unintelligible words that occur in verse-mantras from the Rgveda and
makes a point of showing that his proposed etymological explanations provide
a satisfactory meaning in that context. Before coming to that, he introduces
his Etymology with a number of theoretical reflections. The excerpts translated
below come from this introduction.
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AN EARLY POST-VEDIC TREATISE ON ETYMOLOGY 109

FIGURE 2.2.1  Yaska, Nirukta purvasatka, ca.1700-1850, UPenn ms Coll. 390, Item 84, 1v—2*
COURTESY OF KISLAK CENTER FOR SPECIAL COLLECTIONS, RARE BOOKS AND
MANUSCRIPTS, UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA
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Sanskrit Text

Excerpted from Yaska, The Nighantu and the Nirukta, the Oldest Indian Treatise on Ety-
mology, Philology, and Semantics, ed. Lakshman Sarup, 2nd repr. (Delhi: Motilal Banar-
sidass, 1967), 2728, 2930, 36-37, 40, 44—47.

samamnayah samamnatah/ sa vyakhyatavyah/ tam imam samamnayam nig-
hantava ity acaksate/ ...

tad yani catvari padajatani namakhyate copasarganipatas ca tani imani bha-
vanti/ tatraitan namakhyatayor laksanam pradisanti/ bhavapradhanam akhya-
tam/ sattvapradhanani namani/ tad yatrobhe bhavapradhane bhavatah piarva-
paribhutam bhavam akhyatenacaste/ vrajati pacatiti/ upakramaprabhrty apa-
vargaparyantam murtam sattvabhitam sattvanamabhih/ vrajya paktir iti/ ada
iti sattvanam upadesah/ gaur asvah puruso hastiti/ bhavatiti bhavasya/ aste sete
vrajati tisthatiti/

... na nirbaddha upasarga arthan nirahur iti Sakatayanah/ namakhyatayos
tu karmopasamyogadyotakd bhavanti/ uccavacah padartha bhavantiti gar-
gyah/ ...

atha nipata uccavacesy arthesu nipatanti/ apy upamarthe/ api karmopasam-
graharthe/ api padapuranah/ ...

itimani catvari padajatani anukrantani/ namakhyate ca upasarganipatas ca/

tatra namany akhyatajaniti sakatayano nairuktasamayas ca/ na sarvaniti
gargyo vaiyakarananam caike/ tad yatra svarasamskarau samarthau prade-
Sikena vikarenanvitau syatam/ samvijiiatani tani yatha gaur asvah puruso has-
titi/

atha cet sarvany akhyatajani namani syuh yah kas ca tat karma kuryat sar-
vam tat sattvam tathdcaksiran/ yah kas cadhvanam asnuvitasvah sa vacaniyah
syat/ yat kim cit trmdyat trnam tat/

athapi cet sarvany akhyatajani namani syur yavadbhir bhavaih samprayu-
Jyeta tavadbhyo namadheyapratilambhah syat/ ...
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AN EARLY POST-VEDIC TREATISE ON ETYMOLOGY 111
English Translation
Translated by Johannes Bronkhorst.

A list of words has been handed down that must be explained. They call this
list of words Nighantus. ...

There are four kinds of words: nominal words, verbs, prepositions, and par-
ticles. They declare the definition of nominal words and verbs to be as follows:
the verb is about becoming, nominal words are about existing things. Where
both are about becoming, one designates a becoming that has sequence by
means of a verb, as in “he walks,” “he cooks”; and one designates a becoming
that embodies the whole from the beginning to the end by means of nominal
words that express an existing thing, as in “going,” “cooking.” The pronoun “that”
refers to existing things, as in “cow;” “horse,” “elephant.” The verb “it becomes”
refers to becoming, as in “he sits,” “he lies,” “he goes,” “he stands.”

... According to Sékatéyana, unconnected prepositions express no meanings.
They suggest secondary connections with the activity of nominal words and
verbs. According to Gargya, they have various meanings. ...

Particles occur (i) in various senses; (ii) also in the sense “comparison”; (iii)
also in the sense “bringing together”;? (iv) also as expletives. ...3

In this way these four kinds of words have been dealt with: nominal words,
verbs, prepositions and particles.

According to Sakatayana and the general agreement of the Etymologists, all
nominal words are derived from verbs. Gargya and some of the grammarians
think that not all of them are thus derived, but only words in which accent
and grammatical formation agree with the meaning to be expressed and that
have been modified in a way that fits the derivation. Grammatically unanalyz-
able words such as go “cow,” asva “horse,” purusa “person,” hastin “elephant,” are
conventional.

[Objection 1:] If all nominal words are derived from verbs, the same nominal
words should denote any item that carries out the same activity. Anything that
would “attain” [asnuvita] the road should then be called asva “horse.” Anything
that “pierces” [¢rndyat] should then be called trna “grass.”

[Objection 2:] If all nominal words are derived from verbs, something should
have as many names as there are activities for which it can be used. ...

2 The term karmopasamgraha, here provisionally translated as “bringing together,” is obscure.
3 For this interpretation, see Bronkhorst, “Yaska’s Classification of nipatas,” 1.
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athapi ya esam nyayavan karmanamikah samskaro yatha capi pratitarthani
syus tathainany acaksiran/ purusam purisaya ity acaksiran/ astety asvam/ tar-
danam iti trnam/

athapi nispanne "bhivyahare ‘bhivicarayanti/ prathanat prthivity ahuh/ ka
enam aprathayisyat/ kimadharas ceti/

athananvite rthe ‘pradesike vikare padebhyah padetarardhant samcaskara
sakatayanah/ eteh karitam ca yakaradim cantakaranam asteh suddham ca sa-
karadim ca/

athapi sattvapirvo bhava ity ahuh/ aparasmad bhavat piarvasya pradesah
nopapadyata iti/

tad etan nopapadyate/

yatho hi nuva etat tad yatra svarasamskarau samarthau pradesikena vikare-
nanvitau syatam sarvam pradesikam ity evam saty anupalambha esa bhavati/

yatho etad yah kas$ ca tat karma kuryat sarvam tat sattvam tathdacaksiran
iti pasyamah samanakarmanam namadheyapratilambham ekesam naikesam
yatha taksa parivrajako jivano bhumija iti/

etenaivottarah pratyuktah/

yatho etad yathd capi pratitarthani syus tathainany acaksirann iti santy alpa-
prayogah krto py aikapadika yatha vratatir damund jatya atnaro jagariko dar-
vihomiti/
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AN EARLY POST-VEDIC TREATISE ON ETYMOLOGY 113

[Objection 3:] Moreover, people should then use words of which the forma-
tion is regular, giving rise to nominal words that express the action concerned
in such a way that the meaning is understood; they should use purisaya “lying
in a city” instead of purusa “person,” astr “attainer” instead of asva “horse,” tar-
dana “means of piercing” instead of trna “grass.”

[Objection 4:] People speculate with regard to fixed expressions and say: the
earth is called prthivi because of spreading [ prathana]. Who would spread it?
And what does it rest on?

[Objection 5:] Sakatayana unacceptably formed parts of words out of other
words, even where the meaning of the word is not in agreement with its parts
and the modification does not fit regular grammatical derivation. To derive the
word satya, he took as final part the causative form of the root i, that is, aya,
and of that the portion that begins with y, that is, ya, and the pure form of as,
that is, ast, putting the s at the beginning. [This gives sat+ya = satya]

[Objection 6:] Finally, it is said that an activity presupposes an entity that can
be active. The derivation of the name of an earlier entity from its subsequent
activity is not appropriate.

All this is not correct.

There is no disagreement that all those words in which accent and gram-
matical formation agree with the meaning to be expressed and that have been
modified in a way that fits regular derivation are correctly derived by grammar.

[Response 1:] With regard to the objection that if all nominal words are
derived from verbs, the same nominal words should denote any item that car-
ries out the same activity, we see that certain items that carry out the same
activity get the same name, others don’t. Examples of the former are “carpen-
ter” [taksan] and “wanderer” [ parivrajaka], which refer to all those engaged in
those activities; an example of the latter is bhiimija, “earth-born,” which covers
only certain items that are born from the earth, not all.

[Response 2:] This also answers objection 2.

[Response 3:] As to the objection that people should use words in such a
way that the meaning is understood, there are indeed words, of rare occur-
rence, which, though ending in primary grammatical suffixes, must be treated
as grammatically unanalyzable words (so that their grammatical formation
does not elucidate their meaning).#

4 For this interpretation, see Bronkhorst, “Nirukta, Unadi Suatra, and Astadhyayi,” 5.
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yatho etan nispanne ‘bhivyahare ‘bhivicarayantiti bhavati hi nispanne "bhivya-
hare yogaparistih/ prathanat prthivity ahuh/ ka enam aprathayisyat kimadha-
ras ceti/ atha vai darsanena prthuh/ aprathita ced apy anyaih/ athapy evam
sarva eva drstapravada upalabhyante/

yatho etat padebhyah padetarardhant samcaskara iti yo ‘nanvite rthe sam-
caskara sa tena garhyah saisa purusagarha na sastragarha/

yatho etad aparasmad bhavat purvasya pradesah nopapadyata iti pasyamah
purvotpannanam sattvanam aparasmad bhavan namadheyapratilambham
ekesam naikesam/ ...

athapy idam antarena mantresu arthapratyayo na vidyate/ artham apratiy-
ato natyantam svarasamskaroddesah/

tad idam vidyasthanam vyakaranasya kartsnyam/ svarthasadhakam ca/ ...

sthanur ayam bharaharah kilabhud adhitya vedam na vijanati yo rtham/

yo ‘rthajiia it sakalam bhadram asnute nakam eti jiianavidhiatapapma/

yad grhitam avijfiatam nigadenaiva Sabdyate /

anagnav iva Suskaidho na taj jvalati karhi cit / ...

atha nirvacanam/ tad yesu padesu svarasamskarau samarthau pradesikena
vikarenanvitau syatam tathd tani nirbriyat/ athananvite ‘rthe ‘pradesike vikare
‘rthanityah parikseta/ kena cid vrttisamanyena/ avidyamane samanye py aksar-
avarnasamanyan nirbrityat/ na tv eva na nirbricyat/ na samskaram adriyeta/ ...
yathartham vibhaktth sannamayet/ ... athapi bhasikebhyo dhatubhyo naigamah
krto bhasyante/ ... athapi naigamebhyo bhasikah/ ... athapi prakrtaya evaikesu
bhasyante/ vikrtaya ekesu/ savatir gatikarma kambojesv eva bhasyate/ ...
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AN EARLY POST-VEDIC TREATISE ON ETYMOLOGY 115

[Response 4:] Concerning the objection that people speculate with regard to
fixed expressions: the examination of rules cannot but concern fixed expres-
sions. They say: the earth is called prthivi because of spreading [prathanal.
Who would spread it? And what does it rest on? Well, it is clearly spread out,
even if others did not spread it out. What is more, if we proceed like you, all
statements about what can be seen become objects of disagreement.

[Response 5:] Regarding the objection that Sakatayana unacceptably formed
parts of words out of other words: he who forms a word even though its mean-
ing is not in agreement with its parts, he should be blamed for that; the blame
rests with the person, not with the science of Etymology.

[Response 6:] With regard to the objection that the derivation of the name
of an earlier entity from its subsequent activity is not appropriate: we see cases
where entities are named after activities they perform after they have come
into being; other cases are not like that. ...5

Moreover, without this there is no understanding of the meaning of man-
tras. And for someone who does not understand the meaning there will not be
ascertainment of accent and grammatical formation.

This science is the complement of grammar and a means towards one’s goal.

The man who having studied the Veda does not know its meaning is a block-
head, the bearer of a burden. He who knows its meaning attains what is good
and goes to heaven, his sins dispelled by knowledge. What has been grasped
but not understood is mere words. Like dry fuel where there is no fire, it will
never burn ...

We now turn to etymology. Words in which accent and grammatical forma-
tion agree with the meaning to be expressed and that have been modified in
a way that fits the derivation, such words should be explained in agreement
with their regular grammatical derivation. But if the meaning is not accompa-
nied by the right accent and formation and the modification is not such as fits
a grammatical derivation, in such cases one should look for a derivation based
on the meaning and explain the word on the basis of some similarity of behav-
ior in undergoing a phonetic change, that is, similarity with a phonetic change
accepted by the grammarians for the explanation of other forms in grammar.
If not even such similarity is found, one should explain the word on the basis
of similarity in a syllable or in a single sound. But one should not abstain from
providing an etymological explanation. In such cases one should not heed the

5 This passage also occurs in Bronkhorst, A Sabda Reader, 74-76.
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evam ekapadani nirbriyat/ atha taddhitasamasesy ekaparvasu vanekaparva-
su ca purvam purvam aparam aparam pravibhajya nirbriyat/ ...

naikapadani nirbrityat/ navaiyakaranaya/ nanupasannaya/ anidamvide va/
nityam hy avijiiatur vijiiane ‘suya/
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AN EARLY POST-VEDIC TREATISE ON ETYMOLOGY 117

grammatical formation. ... The divisions of words into syllables and individ-
ual sounds should be interpreted according to the sense of the words to be
derived. ... Vedic primary nouns are derived from roots of Classical Sanskrit.
... And words of Classical Sanskrit from Vedic roots. ... Only primary forms are
used among certain speakers; only secondary forms among others: the verb sav
in the sense of “go” is only used among the Kambojas. ... This way one should
explain grammatically unanalyzed words. In the case of secondary formations
and compounds that consist of one or several parts, one should explain them
having first divided them into earlier and later portions. ... One should not
explain grammatically unanalyzed words to a non-grammarian, or to a non-
resident pupil, or to someone who is not conversant with it. For the scorn of
the ignorant for knowledge is eternal.®

6 Part of this passage also occurs in Bronkhorst, A Sabda Reader, 73.
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