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Sanskrit Grammar 

Grammar (vyåkaraˆa) is enumerated as one of the six Vedångas—"limbs of the Veda" or 
auxiliary sciences—the study of which was deemed necessary for a correct interpretation 
of the sacred mantras and the proper performance of Vedic rites.  Linguistic inquiry, 
phonetic as well as grammatical, was indeed early resorted to both for the purpose of 
elucidating the meaning of the Veda and with the aim of settling its textual form.  The 
particular work which came ultimately to be looked upon as the "vedånga" representative 
of grammatical science, and has ever since remained the standard authority for Sanskrit 
grammar in India, is Påˆini's A∑†ådhyåy¥, so called from its consisting of eight (a∑†a) 
books (adhyåya), each of which has four chapters.  For a comprehensive grasp of 
linguistic facts and a penetrating insight into the structure of the vernacular language, this 
work stands probably unrivalled in the literature of any nation—though few other 
languages, it is true, afford such facilities as the Sanskrit for a scientific analysis.  Påˆini's 
system of arrangement differs entirely from that usually adopted in our grammars, viz., 
according to the so-called parts of speech.  As the work is composed in aphorisms 
intended to be learned by heart, economy of memory-matter was the author's paramount 
consideration.  His object was chiefly attained by the grouping together of all cases 
exhibiting the same phonetic or formative feature, no matter whether or not they 
belonged to the same part of speech.  For this purpose he also makes use of a highly 
artificial and ingenious system of algebraic symbols consisting of technical letters 
(anubandha), used chiefly with suffixes and indicative of the changes which the roots or 
stems have to undergo in word-formation. 
 
It is self-evident that so complicated and complete a system of linguistic analysis and 
nomenclature could not have sprung up all at once and in the infancy of grammatical 
science, but that many generations of scholars must have helped to bring it to that degree 
of perfection which it exhibits in Påˆini's work.  Accordingly we find Påˆini himself 
making reference in various places to ten different grammarians, besides two schools 
which he calls the "eastern" (pråñchas) and "northern" (udañchas) grammarians.  Perhaps 
the most important of his predecessors was Íåkatåyana, also mentioned by Yåska—the 
anthor of the Nirukta, who is likewise supposed to have preceded Påˆini—as the only 
grammarian (vaiyåkaraˆa) who held with the etymologists (nairukta) that all nouns are 
derived from verbal roots.  Unfortunately there is little hope of the recovery of 
Íåkatåyana's grammar, which would probably have enabled us to determine more exactly 
to what extent Påˆini was indebted to the labors of his predecessors.  There exists indeed 
a grammar in South Indian manuscripts entitled Íabdånußåsana, which is ascribed to one 
Íåkatåyana; but this has been proved to be the production of a modern Jaina writer, 
although seemingly based partly on the original work and partly on Påˆini and others.   
 
Påˆini is also called Dåk∑¥putra, after his mother Dåk∑¥.  As his birthplace the village 
Íalåtura is mentioned, which was situated some few miles north-west of the Indus, in the 
country of the Gandhåras, whence later writers also call him Íålåtur¥ya, the formation of 
which name he himself explains in his grammar.  Another name sometimes applied to 
him is Íålanki.  In the Kathåsaritsågara, a modern collection of popular tales, Påˆini is 
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said to have been the pupil of Varsha, a teacher at Påtaliputra, under the reign of Nanda, 
the (alleged) father of Chandragupta Maurya (ca.  315-291 BC).  The real date of the great 
grammarian is, however, still a matter of uncertainty.  While some have attempted to put 
his date back to ante-Buddhist times (about the 7th century BC), others hold on the 
contrary that Påˆini's grammar cannot have been composed till some time after the 
invasion of Alexander the Great.  This opinion is chiefly based on the occurrence in one 
of the Sutras of the word yavanån¥ in the sense of "the writing of the Yavanas (Ionians)", 
thus implying, it would seem, an acquaintance with the Greek alphabet such as would be 
impossible prior to Alexander's Indian campaign (326 BC).  But as it is by no means 
certain that the term really applies to the Greek alphabet, it is scarcely expedient to make 
it the corner-stone of the argument regarding Påˆini's age.  If Patañjali's "Great 
Commentary" was written, as seems highly probable, about the middle of the 2nd century 
BC, it is hardly possible to assign to Påˆini a later date than about 400 BC.  Though this 
grammarian registers numerous words and formations as peculiar to the Vedic hymns, his 
chief concern is with the ordinary speech (bhå∑å) of his period and its literature; and it is 
noteworthy, in this respect, that the rules he lays down on some important points of 
syntax are in accord with the practice of the Bråhmanas rather than with that of the later 
classical literature. 
 
Påˆini's Sutras continued for ages after to form the center of grammatical activity.  But, 
as his own work had superseded those of his predecessors, so many of the scholars who 
devoted themselves to the task of perfecting his system have sunk into oblivion.  The 
earliest of his successors whose work has come down to us (though perhaps not in a 
separate form) is Kåtyåyana, the author of a large collection of concise critical notes 
called Vårttika, intended to supplement and correct the Sutras, or give them greater 
precision.  The exact date of this writer is likewise unknown, but there can be little doubt 
that he lived at least a century after Påˆini.  During the interval a new body of literature 
seems to have sprung up—accompanied with considerable changes of language—and the 
geographical knowledge of India extended over large tracts towards the south.  It is still 
doubted by some scholars whether this is the same Kåtyåyana to whom the Våjasaneyi-
pråtißåkhya is attributed (as well as the Sarvånukrama).  Kåtyåyana being properly a 
family or tribal name meaning "the descendant of Kåtya", later works usually assign the 
second name of "Vararuchi" to the writers (for there are at least two) who bear it.  The 
Kathåsaritsågara makes the author of the Vårttikas a fellow-student of Påˆini, and 
afterwards the minister of King Nanda; but, though this date might have fitted Kåtyåyana 
well enough, it is impossible to place any reliance on the statements derived from such a 
source.   
 
Kåtyåyana was succeeded again, doubtless after a considerable interval, by Patañjali, the 
author of the (Vyåkaraˆa-) Mahåbhå∑ya or Great Commentary.  For the great variety of 
information it incidentally supplies regarding the literature and manners of the period, 
this is, from an historical and antiquarian point of view, one of the most important works 
of the classical Sanskrit literature.  Fortunately the author's date has been settled by 
synchronisms implied in two passages of his work.  In one of them the use of the 
imperfect as the tense referring to an event known to people generally, not witnessed by 
the speaker and yet capable of being witnessed by him, is illustrated by the statement, 
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"The Yavana besieged Såketa"; there is reason to believe that this can only refer to the 
Indo-Bactrian king Menander (ca.  144-124 BC) who, according to Strabo, extended his 
rule as far as the Yamunå.  In the other passage the use of the present is illustrated by the 
sentence, "We are sacrificing for Pu∑pamitra"; this prince (ca.  178-142 BC), the founder 
of the Sunga dynasty, is known to have fought against the Greeks.  We thus get the years 
144-142 BC as the probable time when Patañjali's work, or at least part of it, was 
composed.  Although he probably gives not a few traditional grammatical examples 
mechanically repeated from his predecessors, those here mentioned are fortunately such 
as, from the very nature of the case, must have been made by himself. 
 
The Mahåbhå∑ya is not a continuous commentary on Påˆini's grammar, but deals only 
with those Sutras (some 1720 out of a total of nearly 4000) on which Kåtyåyana had 
pronounced any Vårttikas, the critical discussion of which, in connection with the 
respective Sutras and with the views of other grammarians expressed thereon, is the sole 
object of Patañjali's commentarial remarks.  Though doubts have been raised as to the 
textual condition of the work, it has been clearly shown that it is probably in as good a 
state of preservation as any other classical Sanskrit work.  Patañjali is also called 
Goˆikåputra, or son of Goˆikå, and Gonard¥ya, which has been taken to mean "a native 
of Gonarda", a place probably identical with Goˆ∂a.  (Whether there is any connection 
between this writer and the reputed author of the Yogaßåstra is doubtful.)  The 
Mahåbhå∑ya has been commented upon by Kaiya†a, in his Bha∑yaprad¥pa, and the latter 
again by Någoji Bha††a, a distinguished grammarian of the earlier part of the last century, 
in his Bhå∑yaprad¥poddyota.   
 
Of running commentaries on Påˆini's Sutras, the oldest extant and most important is the 
Kåßikå V®itti or "commentary of Kåß¥ (Benares)", the joint production of Jayåditya and 
Våmana, two Jaina writers of probably the first half of the 7th century, each of whom 
composed one half (four adhyåyas) of the work.  The chief commentaries on this work 
are Haradatta Mißra's Padamañjar¥, which also embodies the substance of the 
Mahåbhå∑ya, and Jinendrabuddhi's Nyåsa. 
 
Educational requirements in course of time led to the appearance of grammars, chiefly of 
an elementary character, constructed on a more practical system of arrangement—the 
principal heads under which the grammatical matter was distributed usually being rules 
of euphony (sandhi); inflection of nouns (nåman), generally including composition and 
secondary derivatives; the verb (åkhyåia); and primary (k®idanta) derivatives.  In this way 
a number of grammatical schools sprang up at different times, each recognizing a special 
set of Sutras, round which gradually gathered a more or less numerous body of 
commentarial and subsidiary treatises.  As regards the grammatical material itself, these 
later grammars supply comparatively little that is not already contained in the older 
works, the difference being mainly one of method and partly one of terminology. 
 
 
[Abridged and adapted from "Sanskrit Language and Literature," Encyclopedia Britannica, 
9th edition, vol.  21 (1888), pp.  269-294.] 
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Sanskrit and the Hindu Grammarians 

Sanskrit is above all things an analyzable tongue of transparent structure, falling easily 
apart into roots and suffixes and endings.  In its perfected form, as represented by Påˆini, 
the native grammar is an established body of roots, with rules for their extension to stems 
and the inflection of the latter, and for the accompanying phonetic modifications, this last 
involving a phonetic science of very high character.  (The syntax is much inferior, though 
perhaps only in proportion as the Sanskrit sentence is inferior to the classical.)  But its 
form of presentation is strange, prizing brevity at the expense of every other quality, and 
hence it is very difficult of acquisition; one must master the whole system, in all its 
details, before he can be certain with regard to any one point that there does not lurk in 
some remote chapter a rule bearing upon it.  Theoretically, all that is prescribed or 
allowed by Påˆini's rules, taken together with the list of roots accepted by him and other 
like supplements, is Sanskrit, and nothing else is entitled to that name.  The young pandit 
learns the system, and governs his Sanskrit speech and composition by it.  The first 
European students did the same, to their great advantage; and one must, of course, still 
follow a like method if he is to communicate with pandits and gain their respect and aid.  
But the question is whether Western scholars in general are bound to this course—in 
short, whether we must study Påˆini if we wish to learn Sanskrit. 
 
In the first place, it is to be noticed that the native grammar can never have been the 
means, but only the regulator, of the tradition of the learned language.  No one ever 
mastered a list of roots and a grammar, and then went to work to construct texts upon that 
basis.  The learner, rather, has his models which he imitates; he makes his speech after 
that of his teacher, only under the constant check of having to quote the grammar in 
regard to any questioned point.  All this is like the ordinary transmission of a cultivated 
language, merely with a difference of degree.  That such was actually the case with 
Sanskrit is made plain enough by the facts.  There is no absolute coincidence between 
Påˆini and the classical language.  The latter, indeed, includes little that Påˆini forbids; 
but it also lacks a great deal that he allows.  (The difference is so great that Benfey, who 
was deeply versed in the Hindu science, calls it a grammar without a corresponding 
language, as he calls the pre-classical dialects a language without a grammar.)  What, 
then, is this grammarians' dialect, standing between the classical and the pre-classical, 
and unlike them both?  And what claim has it to our study? 
 
In the second place, we have an immense literature in that older pre-classical language, 
which was produced in entire independence of the grammarians, and is only very 
imperfectly treated by them.  It is in two or three dialects, of different degrees of 
antiquity, standing in a perfectly natural order of succession to one another.  And the 
classical language stands in a natural succession to them.   This historical affiliation casts 
the most important light on the classical language, which only by its help is properly 
understood. 
 
The main thing which makes of the grammarians' Sanskrit a special and peculiar tongue 
is its dhåtupå†ha or list of roots.  There are about two thousand such roots; but a full half 
of them have never been met with in actual use, earlier or later.  Some small number of 
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these, doubtless, may yet turn up; others are assumed for the sake of explaining 
derivatives; others are the offspring of confusion and original false readings.  But a very 
large number constitute an as yet unexplained and problematical remainder, and in no 
small measure are obviously artificial and false.  It is well known what mischief this list 
of roots has wrought in the hands of the earlier incautious and credulous students of 
Sanskrit, and how many false and worthless etymologies were founded upon them.  That 
work is even yet, perhaps, not entirely over; still, it has come to be generally understood 
that no alleged Sanskrit root can be accepted as real unless it is supported by some kind 
of use in the language that authenticates it (for, in late writings, verb-forms are now and 
then made artificially, on a root taken by a grammarian's license out of that list of roots).  
In short, a Hindu grammarian's statement as to the fundamental elements of his speech is 
without authority until tested by the actual facts of linguistic use, as represented by the 
Sanskrit literature.  But the principle thus won is of universal application, for we have no 
reason to expect any greater trustworthiness in other departments of the grammar; hence 
there is nothing in Påˆini and his successors which does not require to be tested by the 
language, in order to find out its real value.   
 
Of course, much the greater part of what the Hindu grammarians teach is true and right; 
but no one can tell which part until after examination.  Of course, also, there is more or 
less of genuine supplementary material in them; but what, is only to be determined by a 
thorough and cautious comparison of their whole system with the whole language.  This 
has not been made, and is hardly being made, chiefly for the reason that the skilled 
students of the native grammar are looking at their work from the wrong point of view.   
They seem to think it their duty to learn out of Påˆini, and set forth for others what the 
Sanskrit language really is, instead of explaining him out of the language, determining 
what in him is true and genuine, and accounting for and excusing the rest.  In other 
words, they need to realize that in studying the native grammatical science, they are 
simply investigating a certain branch of Indian learning, like the Hindu astronomy or 
philosophy, one that is of high interest and importance, and has also had a marked 
influence in shaping the latest form of Sanskrit—not always to its advantage.  Some 
scholars appear to feel as if a fact that they find in the language is to be credited as such 
only when they discover it set down in Påˆini.  It may be asked, on the other hand, of 
what consequence it is, except for its bearing on the grammatical science itself, that any 
given fact is so set down.  A fact in the pre-classical language is entirely independent of 
Påˆini; he has nothing to do with it.  A fact that belongs to the classical language may, 
even against his omission or prohibition, have its genuineness shown by other supporting 
facts; or it may be genuine with his assent; or it may have an ungenuine and artificial 
existence on account of his seeming to authorize it.  The statement in the native grammar 
that such a thing is so and so is of wholly uncertain value; if, on being tested, it proves 
correct, it scores one to the credit of the grammar—not of the language, which remains 
what it was before. 
 
To maintain this is not to disparage Hindu grammatical science; it is only to refuse to 
bow to it as authority, to set it above, or even on a level with, our own grammatical 
science, which is characterized by objective collection and classification of facts, lucid 
order and method, sense of proportion, and observance of historical relations.  The time is 
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not yet past when discussion of the subject is seasonable.  For example, in general 
philological works we still occasionally read of the "fifth" or the "seventh" conjugation-
class of verbs, and so on, as if the general student could fairly be expected to remember 
the senseless and unexplainable order in which the bodies of similarly conjugated roots 
are catalogued in the Hindu lists of roots.  (They themselves never gave them names 
founded on this order; that is a European perversion, and now no better than pedantry.)   
And the very last published Sanskrit grammar in German (by a scholar long resident in 
India) begins with the sentence, "Sanskrit verbs have ten tenses and modes"—as if, 
because the Hindus failed to make the distinction of tense and mode, we ought to do the 
same.  One might just as well say that "the Sanskrit has four parts of speech: name, 
predicate, preposition, and particle."   
 
If the Hindu grammar is remanded to its own place, not only will beginners be relieved 
from learning forms that never occur and classifications which must later be abandoned, 
but the study of the grammar will be made more fruitful of results for the real history of 
the language itself.   
 
 
[Abridged and adapted from W. D. Whitney, "The Study of Sanskrit and the Study of the 
Hindu Grammarians," Journal of the American Oriental Society 11 (1885), pp. cxcvii-cc.] 
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