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The Hidden Story in the Word Afghan 

 

 
 Ibrahim Khan  Barrister 

 
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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 Advocate Islamabad 
بنيهار- جايست پادشای او مسلمانی نمايد وزن بسيار دارد, از مسلمانان و از افغانان و از هندوان پيش از سی. مردم " 1

بزرگ است بت سه یاندرو و پرستد بت " – Hudud-al-Alam, page 72 
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１. 1 

 nava vihāra[2[ وهار   نو   د .２

 

３. 

1030 

3

 ,Bactrian د يا (baxlī́) بخلي  د

, 

  αβγανο4αβαγανο. 

5 

α=a,

 β=v / b 

γ=ğ / g

ν=n 

ο= silent 

 

                                                 
1 Cheung, page 32 
2 Wisdom Library (accessed 4th 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 Nîmrôz, i.e. the country of Sijistân, whilst marching to Hind or 
India proper we start from the side of Kâbul. 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; 

کوي ښکاره ټبرونم دوی د بيا او :  “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 I at pages 90 to 91, 122 to 123 and 144 to 145  
5 Bactrian Grammar, pages 32 to 41 
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  1 ”Hirayama Ikuo Silk Road Mueseum; Document “cm –Document Number 104127  

 

,  ,  458 

2 

3 

 

Line 1:    [Α]βο βρηδαγο οατανανο ϕριιο βραδο λ̅ρ̅ο̅δ̅ο ̅̅α̅σ̅ο ω̅ρ̅ο̅μ̅ο̅ζδοϕαραχο κιρ̣δ̣ι̣[ρο]-  

Line 2:    [ο]α̣ρ̣̅̅α̅ρ̅α̅ν̅ο ρωβοχ̅α̅ρ̅ο̅ ̅ο̅τ̅ανο οαλο ϸαταρανο καλδανο χοαδο λ̅ρ̅ογ̣̅[ο]  

Line 3:    [οηνα]νο μισιδο ναοαζο μανο μαρηγο αβαμαγο πιδοοαυαδ̣ο ̣κ̣ο̣α̣[δανο]  

Line 4:    [ο]ηλοοατανο ασπο οαστηι̣ο οτο ωσο ιασπο βιπο οδο κα̣ραοι [..]- 

Line 5:    [..]ν̣ηλο ληρινδηιο ταλδο ιϑ̅α̅ιν̅δο ταδο ναϸιζγιστο πιδο ι κ̣ο[̣αδο]  

Line 6:    [ταμ]α̣χ̣ο αβαγανανο μοϸαγο αβαμ̣αγο ιϑ̅α̅ο̅ χ̅̅οανδο κοαδ̣[ανο]  

Line 7:    [ρω]β[ι]γ̣ο α̣[σπο]π̣ιδο γαλιγο οηλινδ̣ηιο οτηνο ασ̣π̣[ο ]ωρ̣̅α̣ο̣̅̅[ ]  

Line 8:    [νι]σ̣το αγατο οτο ναβο ρωβιγο αδοριγδο ϸιιαδηιο̣ κ̣[οαδ]-  

                                                 
 Sims II, page 152 بې رنګه انځور په 1
2 Sims IV, pages 51 to 53  and page 70 
3 Sims I, page 91 
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Line 9:    [ανο ]α̣βαγανο ασπο οαστηιο ταδομο πιδο ταμαχο σαχ[̣οανο]  

Line 10:  [αβο ρ]ωβ̣ιγο αβηγαοανο βαστινδο ωσο αλδο το χο̣η̣[ο σ]ι[νδδο]  

Line 11:  [ταδο γ]α̣λ̣ο̣ οδο ια̣σπο χωζο̣ οτομο ϕοϸτιιο οδαλδο γα̣μ̣-  

Line 12:  [α]ν̣ο̣ κ̣ιρηδο οτομο ιασπο οδο γαλο ναϕοϸτιιηιο τακα̣λ̣δ̣[ο]  

Line 13:   α̣σ̣α̣ϕ̣α̣γο ρωβιγο χοβο ασπο χωζινδαδο ταδο 
1 

(αβαγανανο) 

(α̣βαγανο)

 

,,

αβαγανο*.

2 

Bactria 

                                                 
1 Sims I, page 90 

 
2 Cheung, page 35 
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1  

aśva-kān

 horseman

                                                 
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 Kōh-i Sulaymān, one of the prominent mountain ranges – also 
including the Tōba, Kākar and Safīd Kōh – 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 Kōh-i Sulaymān 
region. Among the earliest of these sources is the Ḥudūd al-ʿālam (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 Sulaymān Range. In his famous study 
of India, al-Bīrūnī (d. 440/1048) notes that a variety of Afghan tribes dwelled ‘in the 
western mountains’ (fī al-jibāl al-gharbiyya) of India up to the lands of Sind, which 
corresponds to the Sulaymān Mountains (al-Bīrūnī 1958, 167). Sayf al-Harawī (b. 681/1282), 
who completed the Tārīkh-nāma-i Harāt, 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 Sulaymān 
Mountains, a region the author frequently calls Afghanistan (al-Harawī 1943, 199–201, 
205–06, 209, 263–64, 267–70). Ibn Baṭṭuṭa (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 Kōh-i Sulaymān as ‘their mountain’ (jabaluhum). In his 
Ẓafar-nāma (1957, 1:272, 2:19), Sharaf al-Dīn ʿAlī Yazdī (d. 858/1454) describes several 
altercations in India involving the Timurid forces and Afghans who descended ‘from the 
Sulaymān Mountains’ (az kōh-i sulaymān). In the Bābur-nāma (2002, 152, 156, 164, 167, 
173, 273; see also Gankovsky 1971, 127n106; Gommans 1995, 11–12), the Mughal 
dynasty’s founder Bābur (d. 937/1530) describes Afghanistan as the mountainous territory 
between Kabul and districts like Kōhāt, Hangū, Bannū and Dūkī that lay west of the Indus. 
While Bābur does not mention the Kōh-i Sulaymān by name, the highlands he calls 
Afghanistan correspond roughly to the Sulaymān Range. Bābur’s characterization of this 
region as Afghanistan (literally ‘the lands of the Afghans’) is not surprising since, as the 
foregoing analysis shows, Kōh-i Sulaymān 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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aśvaka   اݭوک   1اهاݭوو او  اݭواد   ,اݭواروه"

   2شان-په-اسپه" يا" چک-اس

هنيندو يو} وراهمِهِر  Br̥hat-Samhitāسمهِتا بڒهت

" اوګاڼ   587 505

aṇagāva3 

اندي

 

 

 [international phonetic alphabet]

 

 IPA [r̝]  ڒ

IPA [ɕ] ݭ

[r̝] [xr̝]ڒ
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