
Sanskrit sentence 
 
As in most languages, the standard sentence structure in Sanskrit is as follows: 
 

SUBJECT (doer/agent) – VERB – OBJECT 
 

(Ex: rāmaḥ rāvaṇaṁ hanti [Rāma kills Rāvaṇa.]) 
 
Now, there can be two types of sentences: active and passive, which depends on the voice of 
the main verb – active or passive. The above example is an active sentence, as the verb is in 
the active voice – “kills.” Now the same sentence can be made passive by changing the voice 
of the verb: rāmeṇa hanyate rāvaṇaḥ [Rāvaṇa is killed by Rāma.]. Meaning-wise nothing has 
changed. The only change happened is the focus of the sentence: the active sentence 
emphasizes the subject, and the passive sentence - the object.  
 
The two golden rules to remember:  
 

• In the active sentence, the subject is in the 1st vibhakti, and the object – in 2nd. 
 

• In the passive sentence, the subject is in the 3rd vibhakti, and the object – in 1st. 
 
You can easily condense this in two “formulas”: A=1/2; P=3/1  
 
 

WORD ORDER 
 
Keep in mind that word order for most part is not essential in Sanskrit sentence. There are, of 
course, cases where word order is important to connecting the words together. However, this 
more or less concerns certain idioms or preposition placement. But when it comes to the main 
elements of the sentence, like subject-verb-object, or things and their adjectives, the order can 
be any and the words don’t even have to be adjacent to each other.1 For example, the 
sentence rāmaḥ rāvaṇaṁ hanti could be restated, in the same active voice, as hanti rāvaṇaṁ 
rāmaḥ, with no change in its meaning. 
 
Also, in between there could be any other words, like adjectives, prepositions, and adverbs, 
and they don’t necessary have to stand right next to words they are immediately related to.  
 
For example: hanti sundaro rāvaṇaṁ jhaṭiti rāmaḥ loka-bhīṣaṇam (Literal translation: “Kills 
beautiful Rāvaṇa quickly Rāma the terrifier of the world”). In order to connect the sentence 
together, I simply need to understand the verb voice (active or passive), and then match the 
genders, cases and numbers, as the adjectives and pronouns share all that with their objects.  
 
Basically, to understand and connect the sentence you need to group the words together, 
according to their gender, case, and number. So, as our sentence is in the active voice (hanti – 
“he kills”), the subject will be in the 1st case – rāmaḥ. Then, I see another word in the same 
gender and case – sundaraḥ (beautiful), and it obviously refers to rāmaḥ, despite its standing 

																																																								
1 This is specifically in relation to Sanskrit texts, not the spoken language, where related elements tend to stand 
more naturally together. 



next to rāvaṇam. It cannot be the adjective of rāvaṇam, because, despite the gender and 
number being the same, the cases differ. Rāvaṇam is in the 2nd vibhakti, and therefore it must 
be the object of the sentence. The last word, loka-bhīṣaṇam (terrifier of the world), must be 
Rāvaṇa’s adjective, as it shares its case – 2nd vibhakti. Lastly, jhaṭiti (quickly) must be 
adverb, owing to its meaning. It describes the action, regardless of being two words apart 
from the verb (hanti). 
 
And so, now, in our translation, we can put all the related elements together, to make it easily 
readable – “Beautiful Rāma quickly kills Rāvaṇa, the terrifier of the world.”  
 
When there are different genders involved in the same sentence, things become even easier, 
as gender is yet another obvious sign to help us grouping nouns with their adjectives. 
 
 

GENDERS, VIŚEṢAṆAS & VIŚEṢYAS, etc. 
 
In Sanskrit, proper names like kṛṣṇa (masculine) and common nouns like latā (creeper) or 
padma (neuter) are always in their own gender, which is assigned to them.  
 
On the other hand, words like numerals (eka, dvi, tri, etc.) or describing words, like uṣṇa 
(hot) or sūkṣma (subtle) always share the gender of the substantive, or thing they describe. 
Thus such words are called vācya-liṅgas, or words that take on the gender (liṅga) of what is 
to be described (vācya, the substantive). They are also called viśeṣaṇas, or “distinguishers,” 
when the proper names and common nouns are viśeṣyas, or “those to be distinguished.” 
 
Describing words, or viśeṣaṇas, can be of three types: jātis (classes), guṇas (qualities), or 
kriyās (activities). Examples of jātis are, gopaḥ kṛṣṇaḥ (“Kṛṣṇa, the cowherd boy,” gopa 
takes on masculine gender of kṛṣṇa), gopī rādhā (“Rādhā, the cowherd girl,” gopa takes on 
feminine gender of rādhā); examples of guṇas are, kṣaumaṁ vasanam (“linen cloth,” kṣauma 
takes on neuter gender of vasana), śyāmaḥ kṛṣṇaḥ (“bluish Kṛṣṇa, ” śyāma takes on 
masculine gender of kṛṣṇa), gaurī rādhā (“golden Rādhā,” gaura takes on feminine gender of 
rādhā), pītaṁ dukūlam (“yellow silk,” pīta takes on neuter gender of dukūla); and examples 
of kriyās are, vihārī kṛṣṇaḥ (“Kṛṣṇa, the enjoyer,” vihārin takes on masculine gender of 
kṛṣṇa), vihāriṇī rādhā (“Rādhā, the enjoyer, ” vihārin takes on feminine gender of rādhā), 
acalam brahma (“Immovable Brahman,” acala takes on neuter gender of brahman), and so 
on. 
 
Viśeṣaṇas can also modify other viśeṣaṇas, as here: ghanaḥ śyāmaḥ kṛṣṇaḥ (“dark-bluish 
Kṛṣṇa”), and an example of when a viśeṣaṇa modifies a kriyā is śīghram mālāṁ karoti (“he 
quickly makes a flower garland”). 
 
Kriyā-viśeṣaṇa, or verb modifier, is called adverb in English. They are always declined in 
neuter gender, 2nd vibhakti, singular. 
	
Some words, even though viśeṣaṇas by meaning, don’t give up their own gender. For 
example, pradhānaṁ kṛṣṇaḥ (“Kṛṣṇa, the Supreme”), pradhānaṁ rādhā (“Rādhā, the 
Supreme”), gatiḥ kṛṣṇaḥ (“Kṛṣṇa, the refuge”), āśrayo rādhā (“Rādhā, the shelter”), and so 
on. Because the nature of these words is not to change according to the viśeṣya, they are also 
called ajahal-liṅga (“words that don’t give up their own gender”). 
 



Vidheya-anuvāda 
	
One of the simplest sentence types in Sanskrit is subject-predicate (“A is B”), or vidheya-
anuvāda. For example, upādhyāyaḥ pitṛ-tulyo bhavet (“the teacher is like a father”). Here, 
the subject, or anuvāda, is upādhyāyaḥ, or the teacher. This is what we already know. The 
rest about the teacher, or what we don’t know, is that he is like a father, pitṛ-tulyaḥ. This is 
called predicate, or vidheya. In such sentences it is not necessary to explicitly state the verb, 
which will be “is” or “are,” depending on the context. Thus, upādhyāyaḥ pitṛ-tulyaḥ is also a 
complete sentence, where the verb is understood logically. 
 
It is also not required that the subject and predicate have the same gender and so on. Thus, in 
the example dharme vedāḥ pramāṇam (“the Vedas are the authority on dharma”), the liṅga 
and vacana of the subject vedāḥ (masculine, plural) and the predicate pramāṇam (neuter, 
singular) are different. 
 
The numerals from viṁśati (twenty) onwards are always used in eka-vacana except when 
they are multiplied. For example, viṁśatir vaiṣṇavāḥ (“twenty vaiṣṇavas,” in singular). But 
when they are multiplied we get dve viṁśatī (“two twenties,” in dual) and tisro viṁśatayaḥ 
(“three twenties,” in plural). Similarly, eka-viṁśatiḥ (“twenty one,” in singular) and so on. 
And because it ends in the word viṁśati, we get ūna-viṁśatiḥ (“one less than twenty, 
nineteen,” in singular). 
  


