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The Hidden Story in the Word Afghan
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Barrister Ibrahim Khan *

Abstract:

Tracing the origin of the exonym “Afghan” to Ancient Bactria and the
Bactrian language. Challenging, the common held belief that the word
has roots in Sanskrit. Providing an etymological source for the name.
Showing historical evidence of the mention of the exonym to the 400s
Common Era.
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0=a,
B=v/b
v=g/9
v=n
o= silent

! Cheung, page 32

2 Wisdom Library (accessed 4" October 2021,
https://www.wisdomlib.org/definition/vihara)

3 “The country of Sindh lies to the west of Kanoj. In marching from our country to Sindh we
start from the country of Nimrdz, i.e. the country of Sijistan, whilst marching to Hind or
India proper we start from the side of Kabul. This, however, is not the only possible road.
You may march into India from all sides, supposing that you can remove the obstacles in
the way. In the mountains which form the frontier of India towards the west there are
tribes of the Hindus, or of people near akin to them — rebellious savage races — which
extend as far as the farthermost frontiers of the Hindu race.” - Biruni, pages at 198 to 199;
S e Sk aig 0 22k 5l “In the western frontier mountains of India there live various
tribes of the Afghans, and extend up to the neighbourhood of the Sindh Valley.” - Biruni,
pages at 208

4 Sims Willilams | at pages 90 to 91, 122 to 123 and 144 to 145

> Bactrian Grammar, pages 32 to 41
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Line 1:
Line 2:
Line 3:
Line 4:
Line 5:
Line 6:
Line 7:
Line 8:
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[A]Bo Bpndayo oatavavo dpiio fpado Apodo aco wpopoldodapayo kipdipo]-
[o]apapavo pofoyapo otavo oako patapovo KoAdavo xoado Apoy[o]

[0]nAooaTavo 0G0 00GTIIO 0TO GO GO BLTo 000 KAPAOL [..]-
[..Jvnro Anpwvénio tardo davdo tado vapilyioto mdo 1 ko[ado]
[tap]oyxo apayavave popayo afopoyo 13ao yoavdo kooud[avo]
[pa]B[Uyo a[omo]mdo yaryo ontvénio omvo asr(o Jopao] ]
[Vi]oTo ayato oto vafo paofryo adoprydo puadnio k[oad]-

lay 5230485 2 Sims I, page 152
2 Sims 1V, pages 51 to 53 and page 70
3Sims |, page 91




XYY sos 63 [AASTVE- ARNICR SN

Line9: [avo Jepayavo 0omo 00.6THI0 TOSOO TS0 TeLpay0 coy[oavo]
Line 10: [apo p]opryo apnycoavo Bactivéo wco aido to yon[o c]ivédo]
Line 11: [tado y]elo 060 10610 Lo 0Topro poptito 060Ad0 You-

Line 12: [a]vo kipndo 0Topo 10670 060 YOAO vadoptunio takard[o]

Line 13: acadayo pofryo yopo acmo yolvdado tado
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1 Sims I, page 90

2 Cheung, page 35
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1 “The origins and early history of the Afghan peoples are obscure, though they are
mentioned intermittently in sources dating as far back as early as the sixth century as
inhabiting the vicinity of the Koh-i Sulayman, one of the prominent mountain ranges — also
including the Toba, Kakar and Safid Koh — on the north-western frontier of the Indian
subcontinent, straddling what is today the Afghanistan—Pakistan border. Islamic-era
sources written in Arabic and Persian roughly from the tenth to the fifteenth century
mention the Afghans only sporadically but consistently locate them in the Koh-i Sulayman
region. Among the earliest of these sources is the Hudad al-‘alam (Minorsky 1970, 91),
completed in ca. 372/982, which notes that Afghans lived in a village atop a mountain
named Saul, which Arlinghaus (1988, 133) suggests likely refers to the locale of Shawal in
the Tochi Valley, which is in the northern limits of the Sulayman Range. In his famous study
of India, al-BirGn1 (d. 440/1048) notes that a variety of Afghan tribes dwelled ‘in the
western mountains’ (fi al-jibal al-gharbiyya) of India up to the lands of Sind, which
corresponds to the Sulayman Mountains (al-Birdint 1958, 167). Sayf al-Harawi (b. 681/1282),
who completed the Tarikh-nama-i Harat, a history of the Kart dynasty of Herat, in ca.
721/1321- 22, described several exchanges between Kartid forces and Afghan fighters in
and around the town of Mastung (in what is today Baluchistan) to the west of the Sulayman
Mountains, a region the author frequently calls Afghanistan (al-Harawi 1943, 199-201,
205-06, 209, 263-64, 267-70). lbn Battuta (1853-59, 3:89—90), who apparently passed
through Ghazna in 734/1334, noted that the Afghans lived in the mountains of that region,
though he also explicitly referred to Koh-i Sulayman as ‘their mountain’ (jabaluhum). In his
Zafar-nama (1957, 1:272, 2:19), Sharaf al-Din ‘Ali Yazdi (d. 858/1454) describes several
altercations in India involving the Timurid forces and Afghans who descended ‘from the
Sulayman Mountains’ (az koh-i sulayman). In the Babur-nama (2002, 152, 156, 164, 167,
173, 273; see also Gankovsky 1971, 127n106; Gommans 1995, 11-12), the Mughal
dynasty’s founder Babur (d. 937/1530) describes Afghanistan as the mountainous territory
between Kabul and districts like Kohat, Hangd, Banna and Daki that lay west of the Indus.
While Babur does not mention the Koh-i Sulayman by name, the highlands he calls
Afghanistan correspond roughly to the Sulayman Range. Babur’s characterization of this
region as Afghanistan (literally ‘the lands of the Afghans’) is not surprising since, as the
foregoing analysis shows, Koh-i Sulayman represents the earliest known Afghan homeland,
and it seems to have remained a predominantly Afghan territory well into the sixteenth
century.” — Nejatie, page 557
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