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A CRITICAL EXAMINATION OF SOME EARLY SANSKRIT
PASSAGES ALLEGED TO INDICATE DIALECTAL DIVERSITY*

HANS HENRICH HOCK
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

1.1 From at least the nineteenth century, it has been argued in western discussions of the
history of Sanskrit that the passage in (1) shows that at an early period, the speech of
northern (or northwestern) India was considered especially 'correct’. Some scholars find
additional evidence for this conclusion in (2). Moreover, this evidence for 'correct'
speech in the north is often contrasted with the one in (3) which — sometimes in
combination with (4) — has been argued to establish a much less correct form of speech in
the eastern area. Compare for instance the discussion and references in Macdonell &
Keith (1912:1.87,168, 2.279-80), as well as Renou (1956:10, 103), Chatterji (1960),
and more recently, Deshpande (1978).

(1) tasmad udicyam diSi prajnatatara vag udyata (I) udanca u eva yanti vacam §ikgsitum (I) yo va tata

agacchati tasya va Susriisante...esd hi vaco dik prajnata

(Kausitaki-Brahmana 7.6)

'In the northern region, speech is spoken particularly distinct(ly). People go to the north to learn
speech. Or if someone comes from there, they like to hear/learn from him... For this is known as the
region of speech.’

(2) tdicim ev4 diSam | pathyaya svastya prajanams (I) tdsmad 4trottarihi vig vadati kurupancalatri (1) vag
ghy &s4 nidanena
(Satapatha-Brahmana 3.2.3.15)
"Through Pathya Svasti they recognized the northern quarter/region. Therefore there speech speaks
better, among the Kuru-Pancalas. For she is really Speech.’
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For she is really Speech. For the north is her quarter. Through Agni they recognized the eastern
quarter... Through Soma they recognized the southern quarter... Through Savity they recognized the
western quarter...'

Moreover, it is interesting that in other Vedic texts, some of them considerably older,
Pathya Svasti, though likewise generally identified as Speech, is associated not with the
north, but with the east, i.e., with precisely the region which on the basis of (3) and (4)
has been widely considered to be characterized by inferior speech. Compare (12) and
(13), as well as (14) which connects Pathya Svasti with the sun, which in turn, through
his mother Aditi, is linked to the east. (The corresponding passage in the Maitrayani-
Samhita (3.7.1) does not specifically identify the quarters associated with Pathya Svasti
and the other deities, referring to each one as imam disam 'this quarter'.) Note, however,
that none of these passages makes claims about the speech of the easterners that would be
comparable to the ones in (1/1") and (2/2') concerning the speech of the northerners.

(12) pathyam svastim yajatety abravit taya pracim diSam prajnasyathety agnim yajatety abravit tena
daksinai somarh yajatety abravit tena praticith savitiram yajatety abravit tenodicim... Il vak
pathya svastir pathyam svastim yajati vacam eva tat sambharayati...

(Kathaka-Sambhita 23.8)

'He said "Sacrifice to Pathya Svasti; with her you will recognize the eastern quarter." He said
"Sacrifice to Agni; with him you will recognize the southern quarter.” He said "Sacrifice to Soma;
with him you will recognize the western quarter.” He said "Sacrifice to Savitr; with him you will
recognize the northern quarter.” ... Pathya Svasti is Speech. He sacrifices to Pathya Svasti. He
gathers Speech together.'

-

(13) pathyaih svastim ayajan pracim evd tdya diSar prijanann agnina daksina(th]sémena praticith
savitrédicim...(Taittiriya-Samhita 6.1.5.2)

"They sacrificed to Pathya Svasti; with her they recognized the eastern quarter; with Agni, the
southern quarter; with Soma, the western quarter; with Savitr, the northern quarter.’

(14)  te 'bruvann aditim tvayemam yajnam prajanameti ... atho etam varam avrnita mayaiva pracim

diSam prajanathagnina daksinani somena praticim savitrodicim iti pathyam yajati yat pathyam
yajati tasmad asau pura udeti, pascastam eti pathyam hy eso 'nucaraty
(Aitareya-Brahmana 1.7.3-6)
pathyam yajati yat pathyam yajati vacam eva tat yajnamukhe sambharati
(Aitareya-Brahmana 1.8.11)
'They said to Aditi: "Let us recognize the sacrifice through you.“ Then she chose this boon:
"Through me you shall recognize the eastern quarter, through Agni, the southern quarter, through
Soma, the western quarter, through Savitr, the northern quarter.” He sacrifices to Pathya. In that he
sacrifices to Pathya, therefore yonder (sun, the son of Aditi) rises in the east and sets in the west;
for he follows Pathya ... He sacrifices to Pathya. As to why he sacrifices to Pathya, he thereby
gathers Speech together at the opening of the sacrifice.'
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This discrepancy between the passages in (1') - (2') and (12) - (14) might be
considered to cast further doubt on the significance of the passages in (1) and (2). At any
rate, the difference clearly is in need of an explanation

3.2. As it turns out, however, the most likely explanation may in fact favor the usual
interpretation of (1) and (2):

As noted, while the passages in (12) - (14), some of them considerably earlier than
(1) and (2), directly or indirectly associate Pathya Svasti with the east, none of them states
that the eastern quarter is characterized by superior speech; nor does the parallel
Maitrayan 1-Samhita passage. The relatively younger passages in (1) and (2), then, appear
to have innovated in two respects: First, by associating Pathya Svasti with the north, and
secondly, by stating that the northern quarter associated with Pathya Svasti is also
characterized by superior speech.

Now, given that this innovation could be accomplished only at the considerable cost
of completely reorganizing the roles of the deities in the 'quarter-recognition myth', it is
hardly likely that this was done without some special motivation. And although this
motivation might perhaps have been ideological, connected with the rivalries between re-
gionally different branches of the Veda, the evidence in the later language for more
conservative speech in the north makes it more likely that the innovation and reorga-
nization were motivated by a growing general realization of the conservative nature of
northern speech. In this regard, notice especially the udarnca u eva yanti vacani Siksitum of
(1/1°), which specifically refers to the fact that people (from other areas) go to the north in
order to learn (proper) speech.

4. The results of the discussion up to this point can be summarized as follows: The
passages in (1/1') and (2/2') probably furnish reliable testimony that, at least at a fairly
late period, the northern area, i.e. what we would now call the northwest, was
acknowledged to be characterized by more correct speech than other areas. On the other
hand, the argument that the passages in (3) and (4) establish an especially ‘incorrect’,
Prakritic speech for the east is not particularly cogent. Rather, the passages seem to attest
to a concern with correct speech in the ritual, a concern which may address social, rather
than regional differences in pronunciation. Moreover, as (10) and (11) show, this concern
applies not just to the Asuras, but even to the Gods.
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.1 These findings are significant, since some linguists have (at least in part) based
mportant claims concerning the development of retroflexion in Sanskrit and Middle Indo-
Aryan on the alleged deviation of eastern speech from the 'correct’ Sanskrit of the north.

The most common argument is that the development of Proto-Indo-European [ (or r)
lus dental to Sanskrit and/or Middle-Indo-Aryan retroflex (as in Goth. kilpei: Skt. jathara
womb', Lith. kartus: Skt. katuka 'bitter', or the examples in (15)) is linked with dialectal
lifferences in early Indo-Aryan; cf. e.g. Fortunatov 1891, 1900, Bartholomae 1894,
1896, Wackernagel 1896, Meillet 1903, Bloch 1919, as well as more recently, Chatterji
1960, Burrow 1972, Hamp 1983.3

15) Sanskrit Middle Indo-Aryan
krta- kata- ‘done’
Kirtti- kitti- ‘fame’
artha- attha- ‘purpose’

What is important for the present purposes is that in some of the publications on this
opic (among the more recent ones, note especially Chatterji), the development is
attributed to an alleged greater tendency of the eastern Middle-Indo-Aryan dialects toward
etroflexion in clusters where Sanskrit had r + dental. And this tendency is then
~ommonly linked with the allegedly more deviant speech attested to by the passages in (3)
ind (4). That is, it is claimed that the Middle Indo-Aryan retroflex outcomes in (15) are
ittributable mainly to eastern speech, while the dental outcomes in (16) are from non-
=astern speech. Moreover, if forms with such retroflex outcomes appear in Sanskrit, then
hese are attributed to borrowing from an eastern dialect.

16) Sanskrit Middle Indo-Aryan
krta- kata- ‘done’
kirtti- kitti- ‘fame’
artha- attha- 'purpose’

Now, as we have seen earlier, the testimony of the passages in (3) and (4) does not
brovide any cogent evidence for early dialectal diversity and for a more ‘advanced’,
Prakritic development in the east. In addition, it does not furnish any direct evidence that
might bear on the treatment of r + dental clusters.
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Moreover, the early Middle Indo-Aryan evidence of the ASokan inscriptions furnishes
positive evidence that the propensity toward retroflex outcomes of r + dental clusters is
not limited to the eastern dialects:. As noted in Hock Forthcoming (a), throughout the
ASokan inscriptions we find a considerable mixture of retroflex and dental outcomes.
However, two areas are most markedly inclined toward retroflexion. While one of these
is the allegedly more deviant eastern region, the other consists of the northwestern
dialects, i.e. the area considered to be most conservative. Compare the summary in Table
I which is based on the evidence of the major Rock Inscriptions and taken from Hock
Forthcoming (a).4

Sanskrit Southwest Northwest North-Central East
vart- it t(® tt/tt t
kartavya- it t tt tt
(-)artha- tth th (th) [thr] tth/ tth tth
vardh/vrddh- ddh/ddh dh/dh [dhr] ddh/ddh ddh
karti- tt t [tr] tt tt
(-)vrtti- t tt

vrtta- t t(t) t t
vrddha- ddh dh (dh) ddh ddh
krta- t t [tr] t t
bhrta- t t t t
*srta- (7) t t t t
-strta- t t t '
mrta- t t

(Notes: 'Southwest'=inscriptions mainly from Girnar; one example from Sopara; Northwest' =
Shahbazgarhi and Mansehra; North-Central' = Kalsi; East' = mainly Dhauli, supplemented by Jaugada.-
ddh/ddh etc. = 'retroflex and dental are both common'; th(th) = ‘retroflex is more common than dental'.
For [thr] or [thr] see note 4 of this paper. Blanks indicate that no relevant attestation was found for the
area in question.)

TABLE I: Middle Indo-Aryan reflexes of Sanskrit dental + [r/r]

This of course does not exclude the possibility of dialectal explanations for Sanskrit or
Middle-Indo-Aryan retroflex outcomes of r + dental clusters. However, proposals
attempting to link these exclusively with the eastern dialects, under the assumption that the
passages in (3) and (4) provide further evidence for a somewhat 'deviant' behavior of
these dialects, cannot be considered cogent.












