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THE SANSKRIT PASSIVE: SYNCHRONIC BEHAVIOR AND DIACHRONIC DEVELOPMENT

Hans Henrich Hock
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

1: The syntax of the Sanskrit passive has again and again interested
and intrigued linguists. As a consequence, there is now a considerable body
of l i terature on the topic. Unfortunately, however, much of that l i terature
tends to be inaccessible or unintell igible to the non-specialist. Moreover,
while some facts about the passive are fairly well established, many others
sti l l are only poorly investigated. Several factors are responsible for
this. One consists in the fact that Sanskrit is not a homogeneous language,

chronologically or dialectal ly. Thus the language of the earl iest texts,
the Rig-Veda and other metrical 'Samhita' texts (hereafter referred to as
Samhita Sanskrit) differs considerably from that of the later Vedic, 'Brahma
na1 prose texts (Brahmana Sanskrit). And this language in turn differs from
that of the Classical l i terature (Classical Sanskr i t ) . Simi lar ly, there can
be considerable differences between the Sanskrit described by the indigenous
Indian grammarians and that of the actually attested texts. As a consequence
the very rich Indian grammatical tradition cannot automatically be assumed
to provide reliable information concerning the Sanskrit of actual usage.

Only thorough philological study of the attested texts of Sanskrit can yield
such information. Except for some very basic facts, however, little work of
this sort has been done for the syntax of the Sanskrit passive, especially
as far as the earlier stages of the language are concerned.

This paper is intended as a modest contribution in this area, summariz
ing the results of my study of Sanskrit texts (especially in the Samhita and
Brahmana stages, the so far least well researched periods), combined with
what has been observed by others in earlier literature.

The paper purposely is kept as non-technical as possible, so as to make
it intel l igible to the non-specialist. (As a consequence, references to
other l i terature wil l be l imited to the brief review of l i terature in section
2 and to the notes.) At the same time, it is hoped that the paper will be
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