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Writing an essential grammar is a hazardous exercise. From decisions about 
what is essential in the grammar of a language, to its target audience, to 
questions about how prescriptivism and normativity are to be avoided, the 
terrain that such a grammarian must traverse is fraught with risk. For a 
writer of a grammar in the Indian context, the passage is even more pre-
carious, because of the historical richness of the legacy available since an-
cient times. Often, the classical formulations of the grammars of ancient 
languages have been perceived as models that must simply be imitated, 
with the result that these exercises are doomed from their very inception. 
Only occasionally are such volumes worthy of any kind of review; happily, 
Rama Kant Agnihotri’s Hindi: An Essential Grammar is an excellent ex-
ample of both the do-ability and worthiness of such an exercise. 

The most appealing aspect of Agnihotri’s grammar is its clear concep-
tion of its own objectives and functions. For speakers of Hindi, it is an ex-
position of the systemacity and rule-governed nature of their language; for 
learners of Hindi, it is an instrument to further the learning of the language. 
In its jargon-free description of the patterns of Hindi grammar, the volume 
doubles up as an introduction to modern grammatical analysis for anyone 
trying their hand at grammar construction. In doing so, it produces an ana-
lytical learner/speaker who is not merely a user of language, but also its 
student. 

Another important aspect of the book is the masterful definition of the 
object of study – Hindi; in simple, clear terms, and in just the five pages, of 
Chapter 1, Agnihotri distinguishes his project from official and community 
efforts towards defining Hindi. Rather than ascribing to a normative Hindi 
that is both homogenous and monolithic, Agnihotri points to the continuum 
between Hindi and its so-called dialects and its close relations to Urdu, in 
order to constitute an object of description that is both intersecting and in-
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tersected. This understanding is well-reflected in the actual language data 
used in the book – just as in the mind of an ordinary speaker of Hindi, 
words and constructions from Perso-Arabic sources co-exist with words 
from indigenous and Sanskrit sources, they do so in the illustrations of 
grammar provided.  

For a linguist, what is truly satisfying is that all this is achieved without 
any trace of naiveté or idealism in terms of a denial that people now do per-
ceive of Hindi and Urdu as distinct languages. Instead, even while Agni-
hotri acknowledges that “what was hitherto only one language, often written 
in two scripts, is [now] perceived to be two different languages (p. 9)” – he 
can still continue with his plural description, because he takes the object of 
knowledge to be not some official or political construction of “Hindi”, but 
rather the knowledge of her language that is an individual speaker’s compe-
tence.  

Agnihotri’s examples quite naturally draw on as wide a range of lexical 
resources and contexts that an average Hindi speaker would be expected to 
have access to. The accompanying observations on the conditions of use of 
the examples, and in the Appendix on Grammar in Context, is also particu-
larly worthy of commendation, as they not only relieve the work of the 
usual accusations of prescriptivism that grammars typically attract, they 
also reveal to the reader how grammatical analysis enriches our understand-
ing of the social and the symbolic. 

The book is divided into seven parts: Part 1 introduces the basic sentence 
structure of Hindi and elementary syntactic patterns; Parts II-IV discuss 
word-level structure; Parts V and VI return to the syntactic patterns; finally, 
Part VII discusses the sound system of Hindi and the mechanics of the 
mapping from sound to script. In this review, I will discuss each part in turn. 
Although, as it turns out, I will point out some omissions in Agnihotri’s 
analyses in my comments, these should not serve to detract from an appre-
ciation of the effort as a whole; rather, they are merely to be taken as sug-
gestions for a future edition that the book richly deserves. 
 
Part I – In this discussion of the basic syntax of Hindi, Agnihotri addresses 
questions of basic syntax and linear order (Chapter 2), negation (Chapter 3), 
interrogatives (Chapter 4) and exclamations in (Chapter 5). In general, the 
approach is very refreshing, as the objective here is not simply to demon-
strate to the reader the rules governing these basic patterns; it is also to edu-
cate the reader to a level where she can begin to work with the author in 
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analysing the language. Chapters 4 and 5, in particular, display the advan-
tages of Agnihotri’s approach of specifying conditions of use for the exam-
ples employed, as what is significant about exclamations and imperatives is 
not a complex syntax, but when they may be used.  

This appreciation notwithstanding, a few quibbles are still in order, par-
ticularly keeping in mind the intended non-linguist audience. In the Chapter 
2 discussion of linear order (section 2.3), the free phrase order (scrambling) 
instantiated in Hindi is introduced, but unlike many other topics dealt with 
in the chapter, this is never revisited in any degree of detail. Yet, this flexi-
bility of word order is used to great semantic and pragmatic effect by Hindi 
speakers, especially to encode topicality and focus (contrastive and presen-
tational), and competence in the language necessarily entails an effective use 
of these information-packaging constructions. While it would be too much 
to expect an elementary grammar to delineate all the different ways in 
which word order variation packages information, a brief discussion of how 
movement to the left renders constituents presuppositional/old information 
and how preverbal positioning leads to focus/new information interpreta-
tions would be useful (particularly for Chapter 4, where the placement of 
question words is discussed). 

Chapter 3, ‘Negatives’ is an informative exposition of the basic facts of 
Hindi negation; in particular, the discussion on the affective uses of na is 
novel and engaging. Unfortunately, however, there is also an important 
omission – constituent negation. In Hindi nahĩĩ can be used to negate just a 
phrase; for example vah skuul nahĩĩ jaayegii cannot only mean ‘She will not 
go to school” but also ‘It is not the school to which she will go tomorrow’. 
This narrow focus of negation is available for all constituents in a sentence, 
and is effected by placing nahĩĩ immediately after the phrase to be negated.  

Chapter 4, ‘Questions’, does not discuss questions in complex sentences. 
It is important for the reader to know that Hindi does not allow question 
words left in situ in complex sentences to be answered – vah jaantaa thaa 
ki kaun jaa rahaa hai is not a question in Hindi, meaning the same as the 
English ‘He knows who is going.’ To transform this into a question analo-
gous to ‘Who does he know is going?’, Hindi speakers may use either of 
three strategies: 

 
(i)  kaun, vo jaantaa hai jaayegaa (scrambling) 
(ii) vo kyaa jaantaa hai ki kaun jaayegaa (scope-marking) 
(iii) vo kaun hai jo vo jaantaa hai ki jaayegaa (clefting) 
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A mention of these strategies either here, or in Chapter 32 (on complex sen-
tences) would make the account of interrogatives in Hindi complete. Al-
though considerations of space and the specific nature of the target audi-
ence may well militate against such an elaboration, certainly the 
unavailability of wide scope interpretations for embedded questions must 
be noted. 
 
Part II – Part II discusses the affixal word formation rules in Hindi. The 
focus on the category (noun, verb, adjective, and adverbs) turn-by-turn 
rather than the process (inflection, derivation) is learner-friendly. The expo-
sition here is demanding however, as the simple presentation here takes a 
distinct linguistic turn here. Not that that is unwarranted, as the investigation 
of word-structure requires attention and commitment of a linguistic nature. 
My only query here is whether the use of bi-directional word-formation 
strategies (WFSs) does not demand too much of the learner, particularly as 
the bi-directionality part of the WFS is not exploited in the exposition, or 
presented as of special aid to the vocabulary building process. Furthermore, 
as WFSs are not ordered in terms of process (inflectional or derivational) or 
from the most productive to the least productive, the discussion can be a 
little difficult to internalize – perhaps a future edition could order WFS 
more explicitly in terms of productivity.  
 
Part III – Part II discusses the Hindi WFSs of reduplication, compounding, 
and causativisation, and it must be said that here the energy of the book 
flags a little. In particular, reduplication is an extremely productive process 
in Hindi, and it has a number of conditions of grammatical and pragmatic 
use; but Agnihotri’s discussion is a trifle lukewarm. Chapter 15, ‘Redupli-
cation’, begins with the claim that any grammatical category can be redu-
plicated in Hindi (p. 112). What Agnihotri clearly has in mind a frame like 
‘What is this ___ that you keep on about?’, into which any reduplicated 
category – article, auxiliary, non-participial verb can be inserted; however, it 
is nevertheless important to distinguish these cases (e.g., thaa-thaa, har-har, 
dekhegaa-dekhegaa) from the other more normal cases of reduplication. 
While the former instance of reduplication has chiefly a pragmatic function 
of conveying disapproval for the form of the language employed by an inter-
locutor, in the more normal sort of complete reduplication, distinct gram-
matical meanings are produced. It is also not the case, as Agnihotri suggests, 
that the meaning of complete reduplication always distributive: it can be 
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sometimes intensificatory, as in laal-laal, simultaneity, as in calte-calte, and 
the like. The conditions of grammatical use are also worthy of mention – 
compare sitaa-ne raam-ko apne ghar-mẽ ghuste hue dekhaa, ‘Sita saw Ram 
entering her/his room’ with sitaa-ne raam-ko apne ghar-mẽ ghuste-ghuste 
dekhaa, ‘Sita saw Ram as she was entering her room’.  

Another opportunity lost is in the discussion of partial reduplication of 
the echo-reduplication variety, as in caay-vaay. Echo reduplication is used 
primarily as a hedging device, in conditions in which the echoed word can 
be construed as shorthand for a list of metonymically associated items. Thus 
for example, caay-vaay is not only tea, but food items that are associated 
with tea – such as biscuits, namkeen and savouries, but unlikely to include 
biryani. Agnihotri lets the topic go, with a simple gloss of “etc”.  

In Chapter 16, ‘Compounds’, Agnihotri ascribes to the view that com-
pounding must necessarily target two or more words, rather than the more 
dominant view of considering it to target two bases. As a consequence of 
this requirement of wordhood for compounding, Agnihotri’s analysis pre-
sents any complex word that involves the concatenation of one or more 
bound bases as a WFS; for example, the analysis of ghursvaar and hath-
kaRii on p. 117. While this is an interesting analysis,  it remains a puzzle as 
to why the section that follows continues to label the other WFSs listed 
(16.4) as ‘Compounds’ – if compounding is predictable by WFS rule, why 
is it not an instance of derivation? Perhaps this is simply a mistake; if so, it 
must be corrected.  

 
Part IV – Part IV examines invariant words like pronominals, postposi-
tions, particles, conjunctions, and other invariant words. The discussion on 
pronouns is particularly enjoyable; however, the chapter on postpositions is 
perhaps too much of a list. Given that Agnihotri’s covert goal is to turn the 
learner into a language analyst, a more elaborate discussion of the concep-
tual axes on which relations between nouns are plotted by human cognition 
would be a welcome addition.  

In addition, the discussion of emphatic particles in Chapter 21 is also in 
need of amendment, as Agnihotri, in my opinion, has only a partial analysis 
of both -hii and -to. He considers -hii to be the equivalent of English ‘only’; 
but if that were indeed true, what should the analysis of sirf /kewal be? As 
Manindra K. Verma has observed in his The Structure of the Noun Phrase 
in English and Hindi (1971, Motilal Banarsidass), -hii marks the scope of 
sirf in Hindi. Thus, raam sirf merii hii kitaab paRhegaa means Ram will 
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read only the book that belongs to me, whereas raam sirf merii kitaab 
paRhegaa hii means that Ram will only read the book that belongs to me. 
In the examples that Agnihotri gives, it therefore seems reasonable to as-
sume that sirf /kewal is elided. 

Agnihotri does not also record the fact that raam-hii seb khaata hE, 
‘Ram eats apples’ can also have a pure emphatic meaning. Suppose that 
this sentence is uttered as a response to a statement like “I don’t know why 
Ram doesn’t eat apples” – here the -hii marked noun will not have an 
‘only’ interpretation, but rather will serve to emphasize that other interlocu-
tor’s presupposition is false. 

The analysis of -to is also not sufficiently elaborate. There are two uses 
of the particle that need to be distinguished – the tag use, and the topic par-
ticle use (i.e. marking prior mention in the discourse or shared presupposi-
tion). Agnihotri mentions both uses, but does not elaborate. In the topic par-
ticle use, -to can have both a contrastive as well as a presentational inter-
pretation – Agnihotri illustrates only the latter, glossing the interpretation 
of mEhmaan to aa gaye, as, ‘as far as the guests are concerned, they have 
arrived’. However, a contrastive interpretation is also possible, and becomes 
clear when we embed an utterance like Raam to aayegaa, ‘Ram will come’ 
in the context of a preceding utterance like “I don’t know what Ram, Sita 
and Ramesh are up to, are they coming or not?”  

Finally, Agnihotri does not discuss the fact that the -hii and -to particles 
can be used in combination, as in raam-hii-to yeh baat phElaa rahaa hE, 
‘Ram is the one who is spreading the rumour!” This is the only permissible 
combination of the two particles, and requires a context of the following 
sort: “I have learnt that there is a rumour being spread around that I am re-
signing. Many of my colleagues, and especially Ram, were outraged.” Here, 
the -to particle sets up the contrast, and the -hii emphasizes it. 

 
Part V – Part V marks a return to syntax, and the discussion here is pleas-
antly nuanced. The part begins with a comprehensive discussion of the ha-
bitual aspect in Hindi and its modal functions. This chapters of the use of 
the progressive and the subjunctive and the future in the chapters that follow 
are equally consummate and; however, the best chapter in this part is surely 
the description of the passive (Chapter 25). The only quibble I have here is 
that this chapter does not illustrate the passive of derived verbs like causa-
tives (discussed earlier in Chapter 17) or compound verbs (discussed later in 
Chapter 31). The remainder of the part examines case phenomena in Hindi.  
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Part VI – Part VI moves to the syntactic patterns in complex clauses. The 
objective here is a broad sketch of the basic combinations beyond the sim-
plex level, and in that respect, Agnihotri accomplishes what he has set out 
to do. Although the further detail that the subject merits would be unrea-
sonable to expect, additional remarks on the Persian ki in Chapter 32, par-
ticularly with reference to its relatively recent incorporation into the gram-
mar of Hindi, would be opportune. Mention of the fact that ki, along with 
the other subordinating conjunctions in Hindi, enforces an SOV order in 
complex clauses is also warranted; as would be of fact that Hindi ki-clauses 
may be used in construction with an object yeh or yeh baat or aisaa in the 
matrix clause (as in mohan-ne yeh kahaa ki raam aayegaa). This would 
complete the description of the basic patterns. 
 
Part VII – Part VII reveals the systematicity and beauty of the Nagari ortho-
graphical system. In demonstrating how sounds are mapped to graphemes 
by the alphabet, Agnihotri has in effect prepared a handbook for all teachers 
of Hindi wrestling with the perplexing inability of students to master spell-
ing in Hindi. 
In conclusion, I would like to emphasize once again that the terms that have 
enabled the rather detailed discussion above have been set by the high stan-
dards of description that Agnihotri has himself set. If anything, these ob-
servations illustrate the difficulty of identifying what is to be considered 
essential in a grammar, as the adjective may well be motivated by the con-
straints imposed by publishers, expectations of reader knowledge and com-
mitment, and the subjective selection that any linguist makes. These com-
ments notwithstanding, I have no doubt that this work will be used by 
students of Hindi and linguists for many years to come – in fact, an abridged 
edition in Hindi translation could also be planned for use as a grammar book 
for school students of Hindi. Agnihotri’s Hindi: An Essential Grammar will, 
from now on, count as essential reading for anyone interested in the lan-
guage, irrespective of age or specialisation.  


	Rama Kant Agnihotri – Hindi: An Essential Grammar

