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Abstract

This article is based on Mithra/Mitra onomastics. The purpose is a qualitative diachronic survey about
changes in Mitra and Mehr words in Phonological, etymological, and semantic fields. The domain of
research was Old Iranian languages along with Sanskrit; then Middle Iranian languages to New Persian.
The analysis showed that Mitra is considered a male deity by grammatical and biological gender in
Rigveda, Avesta, and other ancient texts. Accordingly, the deixis for Iranian Mitra is “god” and not
“goddess’’. Due to phonetic evolution, Mitra became Mehr in the Middle Iranian languages period. Due
to the broadening of the meaning, this word accepted a new meaning, “sun”, plus previous meanings
(friendship, promise, and treaty). Mehr shows a vast variety in the structure of Middle and New Persian
compound personal names. This study showed that methods of compound personal name formation in
Hindi and New Persian are similar. Religion, as a non-linguistic element was observed in Mitra
onomastics: In contemporary Iran and the Muslim community (Urdu speakers) of India, Mitra is a
female name; but in the Hindu community it is unisex.

Keywords: Personal Name, Mithra/Mitra, Mehr, gender, Indo-Iranian languages.

1. Introduction

Each name consists of a mixed web of beliefs, values, interests, and other items which could be
considered as a part of the identity. The connection between names and identity does not only affect
people. Names and naming constitute an important part of the work of the building of a nation (Windt,
2012:275). Names come ready-made with etymological meaning usually unknown to the namer or they
derive meaning by association with past and current-day heroes. These sound and meaning associations
may be selected to induce wished-for qualities in the child to be named (Seeman, 1983:239). Mitra is
one of the most applied names as a proper name in the different periods of the Persian language as well
as Sanskrit and Hindi. According to the various contemporary baby-name dictionaries in Iran, Mitra is
a female name. This is opposite to the fact that Mitra as a deity in Iran and India mythology is masculine
in gender grammatically and biologically. The purpose of this article is to find out the reason for this
contradiction by determining the diachronic evolutions in the etymology and the meaning field for
Mitra. Some non-lingual factors consisting of social, cultural, and religious changes during the time,
which could affect naming, are also studied in this research.

1.1. Research Methodology

The method is descriptive analysis with a qualitative and comparative approach. At first Mitra’s
mythical character in RigVeda and Avesta is introduced briefly. The next step is showing the
phonological and etymological evolution of Mitra and Mehr with proper and general function in the
three periods of the Persian language as well as Sanskrit. The changes and broadening of the meaning
are also shown in the tables. After the linguistic survey, some baby-name dictionaries from different
decades of the recent century in Iran were chosen to look up Mitra and/or the combination of Mihr with
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other names making two-term words. Some non-Iranian online baby-name dictionaries were also
searched for the aforementioned names. The final step was to find the non-lingual factor amongst the
social, cultural, and religious changes influencing Mitra as a proper name.

2. Discussion

A) Mitra etymology and meaning: The etymology of Mitra is uncertain. Since this word means ‘friend’
in the Rigveda, and the kindness of god is often referred in the Rigveda, Mitra and trusteeship even
appears as its trait in the Avesta, it must have originally signified ‘ally’ or ‘friend’. This term has later
been applied to the god of sun considering his aspect of preserving the nature (Macdonell, 2004:44). In
the etymological dictionary of the Persian language, the root of the word is considered from verb ‘may-
/mi-; meaning ‘to fasten’, ‘to hold’ or ‘to exchange’ or according to professor Baily the root is ‘mai-/mi-
,” meaning ‘to be kind’, ‘to be friends’ (Hassandoust,2014:2668). For the first time, in the Middle Persian
texts, ‘mihr’is recorded as a new form of Mitra due to the phonological evolution and has accepted the
meaning of ‘sun’, (general word). Both words Mitra and Mihr, as a proper name have survived in the
Middle and New Persian language as well as in Sanskrit and Hindi.

B) Onomastic studies in India and Iran: Religion is the mainstay of Hindu society. The vast majority
of Hindi names are derived from the Hindu religion, particularly Hindu gods and goddesses, saints and
philosophers, sacred rituals, and centers of pilgrimage (Mehrotra, 1982:43). In ancient times, most of
the Hindu names were after the names of gods and goddesses. The personal names of Hindus in ancient
and medieval periods were mostly of single word structure. These are preserved in their Sanskritized
form in the old Sanskrit literature. Since the late nineteenth century, the structure of single-word personal
names become less frequent and they were replaced by two-term or compound personal names. The
Perso-Arabic borrowed personal names have undergone various phonological changes to conform to the
phonetic and phonological structure of the spoken language (Koul, 1995:1-3). Names of divinity when
borrowed for personal names generally tend to follow four patterns (Mehrotra, 1982:44). These four
patterns are similar to the personal name structures applied in the pre-Islamic and Islamic periods of
Iran.

3. Conclusion

According to the diachronic etymologic survey, Mitra (later changed to Mehr) is an Aryan deity,
masculine in grammatical gender. In Iranian and Indian mythology this god is introduced and pictured
as a male deity. In the Middle Persian languages, due to the phonological evolutions, the word Mitra is
transformed to Mihr. He had been worshipped in Iran as a god in the pre-Islamic era. Mitra and Mihr
have survived in Persian vocabulary from the ancient era to the present time. Mitra in RigVeda is the
same male deity with almost the same characteristics in Avesta.

The etymology of Mitra is uncertain, but according to the various texts analyses, most scientists believe
that the main meaning is ‘ally’ and ‘friend’. Later, this word has accepted the meaning of ‘sun’. One of
the main reasons for this broadening of the meaning could be the new role of Mitra/Mihr as a sun deity
in the New Avesta along with his previous role as the god of light and the one who observes the vows.

Considering the importance of Mitra in Iran and India mythology and the presence of this myth
during millenniums, it is obvious that this word is used as a personal name in Iran and India. Mitra is a
female name for Muslim Indians and is a unisex name for Hindu Indians. The study of the non-Iranian
dictionaries indicated that both general and proper meanings of Mitra are considered in baby-naming.
As naming is an action mostly performed in the unconscious layer of mind and most of the time without
the knowledge of the etymology of the name, it is not possible to determine which meanings of Mitra
had been considered for the boy or the girl. In some Indian dictionaries, general meanings were for boys
and the proper meaning was for girls.

In recent Iran, Mitra is a female name. Two reasons could be guessed: 1. There is a slight possibility
that in the unconscious semantic layer, the general meaning of “friend’, ‘honey/dear’, and/or ‘sun’ had
been considered. 2. According to the etymologic evidence for the Persian and Hindi common structure
in the two-term personal name combinations, the more probable scenario is that Mitra as a mighty god
is used for personal naming and Mitra for girls is the short form of Mitra-Duxt (Mitra’s daughter). As
well, Mitra is just a female name between Muslim Indians. The very long-term common background of
Iran and India alongside the influence of the Persian language in India as its formal language and also
its second official language for seven centuries could be the reason.
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In Iran, from the Middle Persian language period onwards, Mihr, as a proper name, is applied in
many different combinations for making new girl and boy personal names. It seems that the purpose had
been to create a semantic distinction between Mitra as the ancient deity and Mihr as a god of sun.
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