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10/1199 ANNOUNCEMENT TO ASLIP MEMBERS 

Through the efforts of Michael Witzel of Harvard University's Department of 
Sanskrit and Indian Studies, and others, ASLIP has a NEW WEB SITE up and running. 
Please see it at: 

http://www .fas.harvard.ed u/-witzellaslip.html 

and tell us what you think. 

Especially, please alert us to any needed content changes, to features that you like and 
don't like, and to additional elements you would like to see. 

Your comments, questions, and suggestions will guide further development ofthe web 
site. You may answer online or respond using the email addresses below ofthe members 
who have been instrumental in helping to build and actualize the new web site. 

Your ideas for ways that you might contribute personally to the web site in the future are 
most welcome. 

The web site exists to serve you, ASLIP's members, as well as to interest new members. 
How can our presence on the Internet best further the cause of explaining language 
origins through long-range linguistic comparisons in conjunction with theories and 
evidences from related fields of study? 

In addition, please add your email address to the list below for ASLIP use, and mail it to Mary 
Ellen Lepionka, 17 Hammond St., Gloucester, MA 01930, USA. Alternatively, email your 
email address to Mary Ellen at mlepionk@ma.ultranet.com and to Peter Norquest at 
norquesp@u.arizona.edu. 

If you would like to share your name and email address (or other contact data) with other 
members, please send the information to Michael Witzel at witzel@fas.harvard.edu, who will 
publish your information in the Member List on the web site. Also, do you have an inquiry you 
would like to make of members and/or visitors to the site, or an announcement, or information of 
interest to long rangers? Please send it to Michael. 

John Bengtson 
Randy Foote 
Mary Ellen Lepionka 
Peter Norquest 
Michael Witzel 

JOHN.BENGTSON@co.hennepin.mn.us 
GRFoote@aol.com 
mlepionk@ma. ultranet.com 
norquesp@u.arizona.edu 
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Early Sources for South Asian Substrate Languages 

by 

Michael Witzel 
Department of Sanskrit and Indian Studies 

Harvard University (witzel@fas.harvard.edu) 

Ut somniorum interpretatio, 
ita verborum origo; 
pro cui usque ingenio iudicatur * 
Augustinus, 354-430 AD 

Es war die etymologische Arbeit, 
was am Anfang der Linguistik 
als Wissenschaft stand** 
V.I. Abaev, 1952 CE 

The recent articles in Mother Tongue on the isolated South Asian languages Burushaski, 
Nahali, and Kusunda offer a welcome peep into the complicated linguistic prehistory of the 
subcontinent. South Asia is, also in its genetics (L. Cavalli-Sforza 1994), a text book case for the 
continuing coexistence of many subsequent levels of immigrants. In fact, the subcontinent 
offers a virtual laboratory of linguistic, cultural and social systems. To echo H.C. Fleming, MT 
II 74: " ... given India's role as cultural diffusion cul-de-sac of Asia, ... we may have missed the 
lower strata of prehistory after all!" Such items have kept me occupied, on and off, over the 
past few years. I offer some additional data here, and I will draw attention to some other 
remnants of ancient South Asian languages, most of which have come down to us only as 
substrates. In the following pages I will be brief with regard to cases that have been noticed 
before (Burushaski, Nahali and Kusunda, MT II and III), but I will add data from substrates 
not yet adequately recognized. Obviously, the more remote data we can acquire in this fashion, 
the better our chances will be for the reconstruction of the early settlement of (South) Asia 
and for the languages spoken by the first modem humans that entered the area several ten 
thousand years ago (see Cavalli-Sforza 1994). 

I will concentrate on those areas of the subcontinent that are best known from early 
sources (the Vedas), that is the Panjab and parts of the Gangetic plains, and I will pay special 
attention those items that allow us to place such linguistic data in place and time. For there is 

* "Just as the interpretation of dreams, thus the origin of words : it is determined according to one's own 
inclination (or, 'talent')." 

** "It was etymological work that constituted the beginning of linguistics as a science", p.39 in: V. I. Abaev, Die 
Prinzipien eines etymologischen Worterbuchs. Osterreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, Phil.-Hist. Kl., 
Sitzungsberichte 368, Heft 11, 1980, 29-45. German translation of the Russian paper in Voprosy Yazykoznaniya 
1952/5, 50 sqq. -- I thank J. Bengtson, H. Fleming, and R. Wescott for their very careful reading of a slightly 
earlier version of this paper, and for many suggestions and improvements in style and substance. Any remaining 
errors are, of course, of my own making. I also thank the discussants of the same earlier version; the paper was 
written, indeed, to facilitate such discussions of the traditionally multilingual South Asia; such cooperation is 
sorely needed. 
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testimony enough for a number of additional languages that are of importance in this early 
period; they indicate that we have to rethink the substrate and adstrate relationships of the 
South Asian languages, even those belonging to the three major language families (Indo­
European, Dravidian, Austro-Asiatic) found there. 

All are in need of more detailed study by area specialists, who should provide the 
philological and linguistic background information so that comparativists can make use of 
them. I propose to do so, incrementally, for a few of the substrate languages mentioned below, 
especially those found attested in early texts (Vedic, Epic Sanskrit, and Pali). 

These texts provide our most ancient sources for non-Indo-European (that is, non­
Indo-Aryan) words in the subcontinent. The Vedas were orally composed (c. 1500-500 BC) in 
northern Pakistan and northern India. They are followed by Dravidian sources represented 
by the ancient Tamil "Sangam" (Cankam) texts of South India (from the beginning of our 
era); these are virtually unexplored as far as non-IA and non-Drav. substrates and adstrates 
are concerned. From a slightly earlier period come the Middle Indo-Aryan (MIA) Pali canon 
and the Epic texts (Mahabharata, Ramayai_la). 

Since I am not a Dravidian specialist, I will concentrate on the Vedas, which are earlier 
than Drav. texts by at least a thousand years, and contain a host of so far comparatively little 
studied data. This procedure also has the advantage that the oldest linguistic data of the region 
are used, which is important because of the quick changes that some of the languages involved 
have undergone. Such changes obscure the relationships and make comparisons, based on 
later attested forms, more difficult (cf. below, §8, on Semitic loans, and cf. P. K. Benedict, MT 
III 93). So far, linguists have concentrated on finding Dravidian and Munda reflexes, 
especially in the oldest Veda, the ~gveda (RV). These studies are summed up conveniently in 
the etymological dictionaries by M. Mayrhofer (Indo-Aryan; KEWA, EWA), Th. Burrow­
M.B. Emeneau (Dravidian; DED, DEDR), and in the work of F.B.J. Kuiper (Munda/Austro­
Asiatic; 1948, 1955, 1991, Pinnow 1959). In addition, it has especially been F. Southworth who 
has done comparative work on the linguistic history of India (lA, Drav., Munda) during the 
past few decades; his book on the subject is eagerly awaited. 

Sources 
The oldest text at our disposal is the ~gveda (RV), in archaic Indo-Aryan (Vedic 

Sanskrit). It is followed by a number of other Vedic texts, usually listed as Saqthitas, 
Bral;lma:r:tas, Ara:t:J.yakas and Upani~ads. Linguistically, however, we have to distinguish five 
distinct levels: ~gveda, other Saqthitas (Mantra language), Yajurveda Saqthita prose, 
Brahmai_las (incl. Ara:r:tyakas and Upani~ads) and the late Vedic Sotras (Witzel 1987, 1997; for 
abbreviations of names of texts, their dates and their geographical location see attached list). 

At the outset, it must be underlined that the Vedic texts excel among other early texts 
of other cultures in that they are "tape recordings" I of this archaic period. They were not. 
allowed to be changed: not one word, not a syllable, not even a tonal accent. If this sounds 
unbelievable, it may be pointed out that they even preserve special cases of main clause and 
secondary clause intonation, items that have even escaped the sharp ears of early Indian 
grammarians. These texts are therefore better than any manuscript, and as good -if not 
better- than any contemporary inscription. 

1 A restricting factor is the middlenate Vedic redaction of the texts in question. However, this influenced only a 
very small, well known number of cases, such as the development : Cuv > Cv. 
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Consequently, these texts are invaluable as early sources for non-IA loan words in 
Vedic Sanskrit. Recently, F.B.J. Kuiper (1991) has prepared a very valuable collection of some 
380 'foreign' words found in the RV. However his intention, in this particular book, was not 
to present etymologies but to demonstrate their non-IA type by phonetic and ~tructural 
analyses. Some words indeed stand out immediately because of their non-IA phonetical shape 
(Burrow 1976), for example busa 'chaff, fog?' RV(cf. Pinnow 1959: 39), rblsa 'oven/pit with 
coals, volcanic cleft' RV, Brsaya 'name of a sorcerer or demon' RV, musala 'pestle' A V, kuslda 
'lending money' KS, TS, Kusurubinda 'name of a clan' TS, Kosala 'name of the Oudh 
territory' SB, etc. In IA, s is not allowed after (long or short) i, u, e, ai, o, au, rand k. Many of 
the other words investigated by Kuiper (1991) are clearly of non-IA origin, but often neither 
of Munda or of Drav. origin. Kuiper occasionally gives Drav. and Munda etymologies but he 
also cautiously states that the word in question must belong to some unknown language. I 
think we can proceed further on this basis by adding a growing number of words from the 
later Vedic texts, especially from the more popular Atharvaveda, which contains several 
hundred sorcery spells abounding in non-IA words. The ensuing periods of Yajurveda 
Sarphitas, BrahmaJ;tas, Upani~ads, and Sntras, (see Witzel 1987, 1989 for geographical spread 
and chronology) have a large number of so far little studied loan words. 

In the sequel, I will proceed geographically, region by region, indicating, in each case, 
the source of our knowledge. (Vedic accent marks are omitted, as they play no role in foreign 
words, see Kuiper 1991.) 

§I. The Northwest 
This is the area of the first Indo-Aryan influx into the subcontinent reflected by the 

hymns of the RV. It includes the mountainous regions of Afghanistan and Northern Pakistan 
as well as the plains of the Pan jab. In the Veda we find few place names; river names, as ancient 
tribal boundaries, are much better attested. However, the ~gvedic area is characterized by an 
almost total substitution of local river names by those of IA type, such as Gomati 'the one 
having cows' (mod. Gomal), Mehatnu 'the one full of fluid', Asiknl 'the black one' (now 
Chenab). 

Tribal names, much more difficult to locate, complement this account. Next to typical 
IA ones (Druhyu 'the cheaters', Bharata 'the ones who carry (sacred fire?).' There are many 
that have no plausible lA etymologies, including names such as: the Gandhari tribe of 
Gandhara, the area between Kabul and Islamabad in Pakistan; Sambara, a mountain chieftain; 
Vayiyu and Prayiyu (chieftains on the Suvastu, modern Swat); Mauja-vant, a Himalayan peak. 
This is the typical picture of an intrusive element, the lA, overlaying a previous population. 
Unlike Northern America for example, only a few pre-IA river names have survived, such as: 
Kubha (mod. Kabul river), Krumu (mod. Kurram), and maybe even the Sindhu (Indus); 
these have no clear or only doubtful IA/IE etymologies (see below). 

North of this area, at the northern bend of the Indus (Baltistan/Hunza), Burushaski is 
spoken. However, the language and the tribal name are indirectly attested in this general area 
ever since the RV: *m/brui.a (mod. buruso) > Ved. Maja-vant, Avestan Muza (see below). 

However, already the RV contains a few words which are still preserved in Bur., such as 
Bur. kilay, Ved. kilala- 'biestings, a sweet drink' RV 10.91.14, (note AV 4.11.10 next to the loan 
word kinasa, see below); kflala cannot have a lA etymology (EWA I 358 'unclear'); continuants 
are found in Dardic (Khowar ki[al), Nuristani (kiM etc.), in later Skt. kilata 'cheese', cf. DEDR 
1580 Tam. kiJ.aan 'curd'). For details see Kuiper 1955: 150f., Turner, CDIAL 3181, Tikkanen 
1988. Further the following words (mostly treated in some detail further below), 
• me~ 'skinbag', CDIAL 10343 < Ved. *mai#ya 'ovine', me~a 'ram' RV, 
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• gur 'wheat' pl. gurinlguren < *yorum, gurgan 'winter wheat', cf. Ved. godhama, 
• bras 'rice', different from briu 'rice ( < Shina briu), cf. Ved. vrfhi, 
• bus 'sheaf, CDIAL 8298, cf. Ved. busa, brsJ 'chaff 
• ku(h)a (Berger fUa) 'new moon', cf. Ved kuha 'deity of new moon'. 
• fUpas (Berger gupds) 'cotton', cf. Ved. karpasa, Kashm. kapas, 
• baluqa 'stone' (in a children's game), cf. balta~ 'stone thrown at someone', cf. Ved. parasu 
'(stone) ax', Greek pelekus, see EWA II, 214; J, Bengtson, by letter of 4/19/99, draws my 
attention to PEC *bilgwi 'hammer' > Chechen berg 'pickax', Archi burk 'hammer'; as for 
baluqa, balta~ he also draws attention to PEC *b~H~lV 'hill, mountain' > Rutul biil 'rock', etc. 
• ban 'resin of trees' - IIr bhanga 'hemp, cannabis', cf. Khowar bon, or rather, with J. 
Bengtson (by letter) to be compared with PEC *bfzin~wV 'pine tree' > Ingush baga 'resinous 
root of pine tree'. 

In Proto-Burushaski (or in its early loans from the lowlands) and in the pre-Vedic 
Indus language there is interchange of k/s, and retention of -an- (not > -o-, see below): Bur. 
kility: Ved. kJlitla, but son 'blind one-eyed': Ved. katJa; 
• yoro (Berger yur6) 'stone, pebbles', cf. Ved. sar-kara, cf. also (Witzel 1999) yoqares, Berger 
y6kurac 'raven', Ved. kaka; Ved. yasu 'onion', cf. Ved. lasuna, Shina ka5u; }.Bengtson informs 
me, by letter of 4/19/ 99, of the following Caucasian connection: PNC *lem3i 'garlic' > Andi 
razi, Lak lac:i, or alternatively also Bur. yasu and Basque hausin -asun 'nettle'; -- cf. also (?) 
Bur. yon, Berger yrjun 'quail' with Ved. laba? 

Most of the words from lA languages in Turner's CDIAL that have Bur. 
correspondences are, however, late loan words from the neighboring Dardic languages, 
especially from Shina and Khowar (cf. Lorimer 1937, Berger 1959, 1998). I merely mention 
those which are restricted to the Northwest and may have local substrate origins: 
• b~ru CDIAL 11313 < Ved. varata, barata 'seed of safflower' GS, 
• chomar, chumer, chum~r 'copper' 14496: Skt. cJmara-kara, Nur. (Ashkun) Cim~kdra, Khowar 
tumur, Shina Cimer etc. 
• 4Jru 14547 < Shina 4iru, di4u < *4hi44ha 'belly' 
• gintJaw~r 4199 < Shina guner 'small tree with red berries', Skt. gundra 'Saccharum sara' 
• gupds 2877 < Kashm. kapas, etc., Late Ved., Skt. karpasa 'cotton plant' 
• kuyDc 'subjects of a ruler' 14404 < Shina kuDc, kuiDch, *kapatya 
• me~ 'skinbag' 10343 < *mai~iya 'ovine', Ved. me~a 'ram' 
• sinda 13415 <*sind(> Shina sin 'river', Dumaki sina 'river'), Ved. sindhu 
• tayay 5626 < Shina tagd 'mud' *tagga 'mud' 

Unfortunately the new dictionary by H. Berger does not contain etymological 
annotations going beyond CDIAL. For some initial ideas, see Witzel 1999. Further early 
evidence comes from the names in the Gilgit inscriptions and the Gilgit manuscripts of the 
later first mill. CE. (see v. Hinuber 1980, 1989, cf. Tikkanen 1988). 

It has occasionally been maintained that Burushaski extended into the Panjab in earlier 
times (L. Schmid 1981, Tikkanen 1988), but the Vedic evidence does not support this. We 
cannot be sure exactly how far ~gvedic geographical knowledge extended northwards, and 
how much practical interaction existed between RV and Proto-Burusho people. Yet, the RV 
knows of some small right side contributory rivers of the Indus that are located north of the 
confluence with the Kabul River; they have lA names: RV 10.75.6. TrHama '< tr~ 'the rough, 
(or) the dried up (river)', Susartu 'the one running well', Rasa 'the one full of sap', Svetf 'the 
white one'. 
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While it is questionable how far south Burushaski territory extended at this early time, 
some of the loan words mentioned above indicate that there was early contact. That extends 
perhaps also to medicinal and other herbs (cf. below on Kirata), for it may be that the name of 
the Buruso is reflected by the RV mountain name Mauja-vant "having Maja (people)", cf. the 
east Iranian equivalent, Avestan Muza. This is the mountain where the best Soma, a 
hallucinogenic plant, comes from. The RV and E. Iranian (Avestan) forms look like 
adaptations of the local self-designation, *Mruia, Vedic maja-, A vest. muia, and are attested 
since the middle of the first millennium in early Tib. bru-za, Sanskritized puru~a (von 
Hiniiber 1989, 1980), local lOth cent. inscriptions prasava (Jettmar 1989: xxxvii), mod. Bur. 
Buruso. 

Phonetic reflexes of Bur. have been seen (Tikkanen 1988) in the Vedic (and 
Dravidian) retroflex consonants that have otherwise found a number of explanations, from a 
Dravidian substrate to an internal East Iranian and Vedic development. The occurrence of 
these sounds clearly reflects an areal feature that is strongest in the Northwest, but extends all 
the way to Tamil in the South, and has also influenced Munda to some extent. Below, it will 
shown that it is an ancient feature of the Indus language as well, and that it must not be traced 
back to Bur. influence, which seems to have been limited, even in ~gvedic times, to the upper 
Indus valley. 

. Some early syntactic influence by Burushaski on Vedic in the formation of the 
Absolutive has been assumed by Tikkanen (1988); it is found already in earliest RV but only as 
past verbal adverb/conjunctive participle. This clearly S. Asian feature, unknown in the sister 
language of Vedic, Old Iranian, is also found in various degrees in Drav. and Munda, and may 
have been an early regional feature whose ultimate origin remains unclear (cf. Witzel1999) 

§2. Khowar 
Another modern language in the same area is Khowar which belongs, along with 

Kashmiri, Swati, etc. to the Dardic branch of lA. In its phonetics and vocabulary, however, it 
shows a strong local substrate, similar to Burushaski. Unique for Khowar, however, is a 
particular substrate whose origin remains unclear so far. It seems that the Khowars are a late 
immigrant group who have taken over a Dardic language. Substrate(?) words in Khowar 
which are neither lA nor Burushaski include (Kuiper 1962: 11, cf. Morgenstierne 1947: 6, 
Lorimer 1935 : xxi): yec 'eye', ap'ak 'mouth', krem 'back', camoth 'finger', iskl 'heel', askar 
'lungs'. 

Kuiper {1962: 14) compares yec 'eye' with Bur. yai(c)-, y'i-, ye-ic- 'to appear, seem, be 
visible', and with g'e- 'to look, seem, appear', da-g'e- 'to peer' of the Munda language Sora and 
with Parengi gi- 'to see'. (Differently, Morgenstierne, FS Belvalkar, 2nd section p. 91.) 

For Bur. loans in Dardic and in Nuristani see Tikkanen 1988: 305 (cumar 'iron', ju 
'apricot', etc.), cf. Fussman 1972 II, 37 sqq.; Lorimer 1938: 95, Morgenstierne 1935: xxi sqq., 
1947: 92 sqq.; Schmidt 1981, Berger 1998. 

Finally, one must be open to assume the influence of other substrate languages in the 
Hindukush/Pamir areas. There are local personal names such as RV Sambara Kaulitara and 
his father *Kulitara who are 'in the mountains', Prayiyu and Vayiyu in Swat; names of demons 
(as always, intentionally confused with those of real, human enemies) such as Cumuri, 
Namuci, Ura7J.a, Arbuda, Pipru, Sambara; tribal names such as Gandhari, Drbhlka(?), Varc­
in(?); river names such as Gandhara, Krumu, Sindhu(?). Note also that the Avesta (V.1) speaks 
about some of these areas, notably Var~na (Van:tu) as an-airiia 'non-Aryan'. 

5 



§3. The Kashmir substrate. 
The prehistory of Kashmir is little known. In the Neolithic, there were relations with Central 
Asia and China, but the influence of the Indus civilization {2600-1900 BCE) is strong and 
long-lasting; of course, this does not tell us anything about the language{s) spoken th~n. 
Unfortunately, the Vedic texts, which know of the neighboring Indus valley do not mention 
Kashmir by name. It is first mentioned by name only by the grammarian Pataiijali {ISO BCE). 
The native Kashmiri texts {R.ajataraflgit:li, Nilamata PurlJ:la, cf. Witzel 1994, Tikkanen 1988, L. 
Schmid 1981), however, know of the previous populations, the Pisaca 'ghouls' and the Naga 
'snakes' {that can change into human shape at will). These are common Indian names for 
'aboriginals'; cf. the Tib.-Burm. Naga tribe on the Burmese border. Yet, these designations 
may retain some historical memory. The chief of the Pisaca is called Nikumbha (Nikumba in 
Milindapaiiho), and the Nagas have such 'foreign' names such as Karkota, Ata, Baqi, 
Bahabaka, Gatara, Cikura, Cukkaka, etc. The list of some 600 Kashmir Naga names in the local 
Nilamatapurlt:ta contains many such non-Sanskritic names; they have not been studied (see 
Witzel, in press). 

An interesting case is that of a tribe in or near Kashmir that is attested only in 550/600 
CE: the KJra {Brhatsatphita 14.29, c. 550 CE). Its name is close to that of the Kirata who are 
attested in the early inscriptions of Nepal {464 CE sqq.) but who already appear in the 
Atharvaveda {c. 1200 BCE). Hsuan Ts'ang, Hsiyuki {c. 600 CE, cf. T. Funayama 1994: 369) 
knows of them as Kilito {Karlgren 1923, no. 329-527-1006), a people in Kashmir who had 
their own king shortly before his time. The -tal -ta suffix is common in many North Indian 
tribal names {Witzel1999, cf. below). 

The rich medieval Kashmiri literature in Skt. has preserved other substrate words, such 
as the river and place names: LedarJ, a river in the SE of the Valley {also in the place name 
Levara < LedarJ-agrahara); -musa, a 'suffix' in the names of several villages: Khonamusa {mod. 
Khunamoh), KatJmusa, (mod. Kaimoh, next to Kati-ka), R.amusa (mod. Ramuh); also, the 
Paficala-dhara mountain, (mod. (Pir) Pantsal range, south of the Valley), may reflect an old 
name, cf. the Ved. tribal name Paiicala, and Grierson, Diet. of Kashmiri III : 744; cf. Nepali 
himal 'Himalaya range', CDIAL 14104. Such names have not been studied in detail (cf., 
however, L. Schmidt 1981, Witzel 1993). 

Just as in Northern India and Nepal, most river and place names in Kashmir have been 
Sanskritized, or they have been transmitted in their Middle Indian forms (e.g., the Mahurl 
river inN. Kashmir< Skt. madhurJ 'the sweet one'. Frequently, like many Indian place names, 
they have been "telescoped" beyond recognition (e.g. Ved. Kapi~thala > Kaithal, Rohitakakala 
> Rohtak, Class. Skt. Pataliputra > Patna, Nagapura > Nagor, Indrapattana > Indarpat, or the 
river {Pali) Sundarika > Sai); thus we have, in Kashmir: Kuru-agrahara > Skt. Kuruhara, 
Levara {above). Such shortening is not unheard of elsewhere {e.g., New Orleans [n::>'!)rlinz] or 
[a5~berg] for Aschaffenburg near Frankfurt; Worcester [wast~], or as John Bengtson tells me, 
Engl. Featherstonehaugh [fznh], Cholmondeley [cAmli], cf. further below, on Nepal); 
however, this feature seriously affects the interpretation of river and place names in S. Asia 
when we do not have early sources. 

The Kashmiri language itself has not been thoroughly scrutinized for more substrate 
materials, cf., however, the report by L. Schmidt {1981), who assumes that 25% of the 
vocabulary and toponymy belong to a pre-IA substrate. A. Parpola (Tikkanen 1988: 305) 
thinks of a Proto-Tib. or Sinitic substrate. However, the peculiar phonology of Kashmiri {and 
Dardic in general) sustains the assumption of a strong northwestern substrate influence. 

We now turn to a region for which we have larger amount of early sources, the Greater 
Panjab. 
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